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PROLOGUE (1) 


Author note: the story starts in chapter 1. The prologue introduces the MC and explains 
his background. Feel free to skip it if you are not interested, but as the author, I 
recommend reading it. 

No matter if you were an optimist or a pessimist, Derek McCoy's life couldn't be 
judged to be either good or bad. It was just a mediocre, insignificant existence. 

His father was bipolar and during his depressive episodes, he would disappear into 
his bedroom for days. He would emerge solely to eat, use the bathroom and for the 
occasional 'let's make your life miserable' fit of rage. 

During his manic episodes, he would work like a madman, but not having any talent 
as a businessman nor as a social climber, he was unable to become successful and 
establish connections. 

Whenever he decided to actually take his medication, he was just a couch potato that 
would stand up and go to work only to avoid being despised by his neighbors and 
peers. 

Whatever his mental condition was, he was always a perfect example of an abusive 
father. 

In his eyes, his sons were always a disgrace. 

They never studied hard enough, they were never obedient enough, nor showed him 
the respect he demanded. 

He considered it his paternal duty to remind them that such things weren't tolerated 
under his roof. 

He would yell at them for the slightest mistake, constantly repeating to them that 
they were just parasites, leeching off his hard work to survive. 

When words weren't enough, or when they failed to meet his expectations with 
school grades or chores, there was no teacher like his leather belt. 
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Hence, Derek and Carl had quickly learned how to fend for themselves. Their absent- 
minded mother had forgotten about them right after giving birth. She dedicated her 
life to the pursuit of peace and quiet, staying as far as possible from her spouse's 
tantrums. 

Derek was two years older and he tried to take care of his little brother in every way 
that he could, but to no avail. 

They grew up reading stories about heroes protecting the weak and upholding 
justice, yet no hero ever appeared to save them. 

Every week, they would be forced to go to church to worship a nondescript 
benevolent god and his son, the savior of all mankind. No matter how much they 
prayed or how good they were, no miracle occurred. 

After begging the heavens proved to be useless one time too many, they simply 
stopped believing in heroes and they crammed instead of wasting time with prayers. 

School was their oasis, but that lasted only until sixth grade. 

Once they started middle school, it didn't even take a month before the bullying 
started. 

Their cheap clothes and gloomy dispositions made them easy targets. They were so 
used to being tossed around and insulted that they didn't even bother trying to fight 
back. 

For a long time, Derek considered it the worst time in his useless life. After a month, 
he knew he could not take any more of that, so he tried to make things better. 

He reported his father's abuse to social services with an anonymous email, but being 
overworked and understaffed, the social worker made a brief visit and never came 
back. 

Then he tried to end the bullying by reporting their aggressors to a teacher, who in 
turn washed her hands of the problem by reporting the matter to the principal. The 
principal did not want to meddle in what he deemed as childish pranks. 

He called Derek's parents to inform them of the problem, hoping they would let it 
slide. The principal's wish came true, whereas Derek took an extra beating for not 
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being man enough to face his own problems. 


"Are you really so stupid that you never learned anything from me? Never delegate! If 
you want something done right, do it yourself I" 

Derek had never felt so helpless and desperate. That night he bawled his eyes out 
until he fell asleep. That had been the last straw. 

The following day, he felt different, clear-headed like never before. It was not the 
time for despair anymore, he needed a plan. 

It would take him years to realize that something inside him had died. He was no 
longer able to trust, hope, or develop any sense of kinship. He was surrounded by 
enemies and to survive he needed to be able to fight back. 

So, Derek asked his father to let him join a dojo and learn martial arts. To his 
surprise, he did not have to beg nor even ask twice. 

Derek's old man was glad that his wimpy, scrawny, and all-around poor excuse for a 
child was finally interested in becoming a man. His only condition was that Derek 
was not allowed to quit for at least one year, otherwise he would make him regret 
wasting his hard-earned money. 

Not only did Derek start practicing Jiu-jitsu almost daily, he would also wake up two 
hours earlier every single day to build muscles doing push-ups, squats, sit-ups and 
running until he was out of breath. 

In a few months, he was able to do 100 push-ups, sit-ups, squats and run for at least 
10 kilometers every day before going to school. 

Jiu-jitsu soon proved to be a perfect choice for his situation. At low level, it was 
mainly focused on self defense, but there was plenty of space for attacking and 
fighting dirty. 

By practicing martial arts, he finally discovered something he was good at. He was 
not particularly nimble, nor a fast learner. His hand to eye coordination was also 
average at best. 

His talent lied in the ability to exploit the best time to hit a sensitive spot during a 
block or a defensive maneuver. 
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Even when the sensei was teaching sword or tanto arts, Derek was always able to 
grasp the killer moves on his first try, sometimes even before the sensei completed 
the practical demonstration. 

It was an exciting yet disappointing discovery, since his only talent had no practical 
use. Even if Jiu-jitsu was a sport with tournaments, hits to the groin, eyes, and 
trachea were universally forbidden. 

For months Derek kept training hard while keeping a low profile at school, planning 
his next move. 

At the end of the first semester, Derek stopped hiding from the bullies and started 
replying in kind to every single insult they threw at him, using the best quick-witted 
roast lines he had found online. 

Derek was careful to never go to the bathroom or to remain alone for too long, 
always keeping an adult witness in line of sight. It did not even take a full day before 
his enemies were gunning for him. 

Only when the veins almost popped out their necks, did he throw his bait. 

"1 have had enough of your sh*t, assholes. Meet me in an hour behind the grocery 
store between Lincoln and 3rd. Or are you too scared?" 

"Since you're cruising for a bruising, 1 will happily grant your wish you fag*ot. It will 
only be you and the three of us, alright?" 

Derek nodded without believing him in the least. He was right. 

When they entered the back alley, they had brought along two more people. 

Derek was waiting for them, leaning against the wall at the end of the blind alley. 

"There you are. 1 was starting to think you would stand me up." Derek said. 

"Sorry we were late. Hope you do not mind us inviting some friends to the party." 
They replied with a laugh. 

Derek shrugged while grinning from ear to ear. 
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"No problem. No matter the quantity, trash will always be worthless. 1 chose this 
alley because it has enough dumpsters to accommodate all of your friends." 

The last line hit a nerve and they charged at him blindly. 

"Gang up on him guys! Do not let him escape! Let's show him who the real trash is." 

And so, they fell into his trap. Derek had prepared the terrain right after choosing the 
best spot for the fight. A blind alley only has one way out, and as they approached 
the end of the alley, they weren't able to see the tripwire Derek had set due to the 
dim light. 

The first two fell down hard onto the concrete, and those behind them were so 
worried about not trampling on their friends that they never saw the steel pipe 
coming. 

They came in numbers, Derek had come armed. Using the pipe as a club, he quickly 
hit them respectively on the head, the side of the knee, and in the groin. Only then 
did he start hitting the two that were trying to get back on their feet. 

While they were moaning and sobbing on the ground, he used a small knife to cut the 
tripwire to be able to move freely. He beat them again and again with the metal pipe, 
giving special attention to their nether regions. 

Deep inside, he knew what he was doing was wrong, but he couldn't care less. If the 
world was bound to be unfair, the only possible course of action was to make it 
unfair in his advantage. 

So, he took out the taser that he had 'borrowed' from his father and tased ah of them 
until they fell unconscious in a pool of their own urine. After that, he stripped them 
completely and took many photos. 

After arranging their bodies so that they would seem to be spooning each other, 
Derek even made a short video. When he was done, he splashed them with a bucket 
of cold water and sealed the deal. 

"Sorry to ruin your Brokeback Mountain moment girls, but 1 need your attention for 
a minute." 

When the bullies woke up, they were in so much pain that they barely noticed that 
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they were naked and embracing each other. Retorting to Derek while he still had a 
firm grip on the steel pipe was out of the question, so they kept quiet and listened. 

"1 have made quite a scrapbook out of you all and even a short movie. 1 uploaded 
everything to my computer and to the cloud. It would be terrible if someone, 1 don't 
know, me for example, uploaded them on all the biggest image hosting sites. You 
know what they say, the internet never forgets." 

The bullies started crying and begging. 

"Imagine how terrible it would be! Whenever someone would Boogie your names, be 
them your grandma, your girlfriend, or even the colleges you will apply to, the first 
thing to appear would be those photos!" 

"Dude, no!" "Please, 1 don't even know you. 1 was just doing a favor for a friend!" "It 
was only a joke, please forgive me!" 

The choir of begging gave him goosebumps. Derek wanted to puke at their hypocrisy. 

"1 do not care about your pathetic excuses! From this day onward, you will leave me 
alone. And you better pray that nothing happens to me because the cloud is set so 
that if 1 do not enter the password every day, it will upload them everywhere." 

Without waiting for their reply, he turned his back to them and walked away. 

"Almost forgot, 1 threw your clothes into random dumpsters. 1 can't remember which 
clothes went where. If you don't want to go home in your birthday suits, you better 
start digging. So long suckers!" 

Derek returned home euphoric, almost singing. He had never felt so proud of himself 
and had the completely undeserved confidence that he would never have to think 
about those bustards ever again. 
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PROLOGUE (2) 


The bullying had ended, but Derek's social life never stopped being miserable. How 
could he possibly make any friends with such a shameful private life? 

He had to constantly hide his bruises with long sleeves and had run out of plausible 
excuses for his streak of black eyes months before. His classmates and professors 
simply pretended to not know about the abuse and he just pretended to believe he 
was that good of a liar. 

It was painful, but manageable. Derek still had his little brother to share that pain 
with. Carl was all he had. He was his family, friend, and confidant. He was Derek's 
whole world. 

But when that age came, he started to have crushes toward girls in his school, and 
those feelings weren't easily suppressed. Once again, Derek felt utterly helpless. 

He couldn't tell anyone about his problems nor he could allow people to getting close 
to him. Otherwise, he would have to make up a reason for not being allowed to bring 
a friend home. Let alone a girl he liked. 

Derek was tormented by cruel thoughts, often asking the heavens why what others 
took for granted was but an impossible dream for him. 

Fueled by his hormonal storms, Derek's rage grew relentlessly. He started having 
trouble sleeping at night, thinking about all those lovey-dovey couples out there. 

Derek knew he was different from them. His crippling flaw wasn't being shy or 
having a bad case of acne. His problem couldn't be cured by any doctor, because it 
had a first and a last name. Ezio McCoy, his trash bag of a father. 

Derek started to conceive plan after plan to get rid of his father, even if it meant 
killing him. At night, he would devise elaborate and meticulous scenarios that often 
involved prolonged torture. 

Death was too easy, Derek wanted Ezio to suffer as he did for all those years. 
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But when morning came, he would always realize they were dumb ideas, more 
wishful thinking than anything else. 

Derek lacked the means and ruthlessness necessary to get rid of Ezio. No matter how 
much he hated him, Ezio was still his father and Derek was just an angry teenager. 

Kill Ezio? Sure, and then what? Live his whole life ridden with guilt? Running away 
from home to avoid being arrested? With what money? 

Killing Ezio would have meant abandoning Carl forever and destroying any possible 
chance of being happy in the future. 

So, every morning Derek would swallow his most recent plan along with some 
porridge and move on. His only real prospect was to cram like a madman, get a 
scholarship, and get out of that hell as soon as possible. 

Time flew and in the blink of an eye, it was the last summer before Derek's first year 
of high school. Despite the hot climate, his heart was as cold as ice. 

Derek had already hit his growth spurt. That combined with his martial arts and 
muscle training had given him a mean look. 

Ezio was aware of that and being a coward, he decided to avoid beating Derek and 
made Carl his new favorite target. 

Derek had already tried standing up for his brother, but the only result had been Ezio 
buying a nightstick from the local Army Surplus. Ezio started beating Derek with a 
nightstick instead of his bare hands. 

He saved Carl from suffering the same fate by begging and crying, and it only worked 
because the ruckus alarmed their neighbors. 

So whenever Ezio threw one of his tantrums, Derek could only watch his brother get 
beaten time and time again. 

One morning, Ezio received his first big commission in years. He wore his best suit 
despite the heat and had Derek prepare him his briefcase and laptop. 

Ezio was in a real hurry. He could not afford for his competitors to snatch this whale. 
It could have been his career-making commission! 
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Derek rushed to the door where Ezio was already waiting and helped him adjust the 
laptop's satchel. 


Ezio ran to the elevator, pushing the button like a madman, but the light remained 
red. 

Cursing his damn condo, the building manager, and his rotten luck, Ezio made a rush 
to the stairs. 

That's when Derek noticed it. Turning his head to follow his father, Derek noticed 
that the daylight was strongly reflected on the hallway's floor. 

Ezio had just passed in front of him when Derek realized that the janitor had just 
washed the stairs, but forgot to put the wet floor sign down. 

Everything happened in an instant. Ezio made a long heavy stride, shifting all of his 
weight down and forward on his front leg. Then, his foot slipped. 

Derek could have warned him. He could have even extended an arm and prevented 
the fall, but instead, he chose to remain still. 

Ezio tumbled down the stairs, bounced around the corner, and tumbled again, 
crashing downstairs. His body was a broken mess, all of his limbs bent in unnatural 
angles. 

Like any teenager, Derek had his smartphone at hand, so he took several photos to 
prove that the floor was wet and there was no warning sign. 

His mind was already planning on hiring the best shark lawyer he could find and sue 
the building managing firm responsible for his condo. 

After that, he carefully walked down the stairs to confirm Ezio's death. He was still 
alive, yet incapable of making a moan or asking for help. His eyes were fixated on 
Derek, begging him for mercy. 

Derek grinned to him and said: "Do you really think 1 am so stupid that 1 never 
learned anything from you? As you taught me more than once, never delegate. If you 
want something done right, do it yourself. Your smartphone is in your pocket, take it 
out and call 911. 
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"I'm just a failure of a son, I don't want to mess this up for you daddy." 


Ezio's eyes were full of shock and hate, but that only lasted a moment. His head went 
limp, his gaze blank. 

A laugh fought to come out, but Derek suppressed it. Instead, he started shouting for 
help putting on his best terrified son impression. 

As always, Derek's mother was too obsessed with her problems, her grief, her 
feelings, to bother to look for a lawyer. She left everything in Derek's hands since 
Ezio was no more. 

Three birds with one stone. After careful research, he contacted and hired the best 
shark lawyer they could afford so that Derek would be his client instead of his 
mother. 

He told him everything about his father's incident, the domestic abuse, and the 
requirement to make it so that the money would be split between the three of them, 
mother and sons. 

Both Derek and Carl were very firm on that point, they wanted the lawyer to start 
the process to get the emancipated. With the money from the compensation and 
their inheritance, they had enough to be self-sufficient until Derek could provide for 
them both. 

What followed was the happiest period in their life. First, they obtained the 
inheritance, and shortly after they got emancipated. They could finally move away 
from their mother's place. 

Not even a month later, they received a very generous settlement from the building 
manager. They used it to settle down and make proper plans for the future. 

During the following years, bullies were not a problem. Derek and Carl were now 
both martial artists and had each other's back. Now that their domestic nightmare 
was over, they could experience having friends and girlfriends,. 

They suffered many disappointments though, since too many of those so-called 
friends turned out to be people who wanted to use their parent-free apartment as a 
party house. 
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Also, they had a hard time figuring out what being a normal teen was supposed to be. 
While their peers seemed only to be interested in having fun and skipping classes, 
they were focused on studying and saving as much as possible. 

Derek and Carl would spend holidays and vacations doing part-time jobs to slow 
down the thinning of their bank account. They were not poor, but not rich either. 

They knew they had to save as much as possible in case rainy days were to once 
again fall upon them, but all in all, they had a good life. 

Derek got a scholarship and obtained a bachelor's degree in chemistry, soon 
followed by a master's in biochemistry. Carl did well too, he had already got his 
engineering degree, he was about to start his master's and already had a steady 
relationship. 

Despite being really happy for his little brother, it was really a painful thorn in 
Derek's side. He had always been the more socially inept between the two and never 
managed to get into a stable relationship, not even in college. 

Derek had no problem talking to girls, the issue always lied in him being picky and 
ended in his inability to trust. He had had many crushes, but never fell in love. 

In the beginning, he put the blame on his bad luck, always finding shallow or idiotic 
girls. After finding more than one good girl, he put the blame on his dark past. 

When confronted with Carl's happy relationship, he could only blame himself. While 
Carl had suffered almost the same things, he got out much stronger and purer than 
Derek. 

Derek was just too scared of being hurt again to let any relationship grow above a 
certain level and that was an enemy he could not just beat up. 

Derek accepted the first decent paid job he got, working on the night shift of a big 
chemical company in the Q&A department. 

Carl had confided to Derek that he was going to propose to his girlfriend, as soon as 
he got his master's. Hence Derek needed money because he only had two years to 
save enough to give his little brother a decent wedding. 

Derek did not like his current job, but it was a way to start his working career and fill 
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his curriculum. Also, it was well paid and he resolved to use the company's medical 
insurance to seek psychological counseling. 

He knew he had problems and wanted to work them out. Derek consulted several 
doctors before finding someone he was able to work with and after several months, 
he felt he was finally starting to make some progress. 

Alas, such happiness was not bound to last. 
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PROLOGUE (3) 


It was a Friday evening and Derek was getting prepared for work. 

He was still stuck doing Q&A since the pay was very good and no matter how many 
times Carl said he wanted a small ceremony, Derek was sure that whatever sum his 
brother planned to spend, would at least double in the end. 

It was a goddamn wedding. Things were supposed to be blown out of proportion, at 
some point. That's just how they work. 

Derek was adjusting his shirt when his smartphone rang on the notes of "Night on 
Bald Mountain", the pre-set ringtone for unknown numbers. 

"Derek McCoy, who is it?" 

"Mister McCoy, this is the Saint Joseph hospital." The female voice sounded worried. 
That together with the word "hospital" sent a shiver down his spine. 

"Is Carl McCoy your brother?" Derek could almost hear her biting her nails. 

"Yes, what happened?" 

"He was involved in a car accident and is in serious condition. You should come here 
as soon as possible. The doctors need you since you are his healthcare proxy and the 
patient is unconscious." 

"A car accident?" Derek yelled while rushing out of the door and looking for a cab. 
"We don't have any fuc**ng car! What the hell happened?" 

"Tm sorry, I am not at liberty to say. The doctors will explain it..." Derek hung up on 
her. He had no time for useless babbling, only for a goddamn cab. 

Every second in traffic was like torture and when he finally arrived, it was too late. 

The surgeon and a police officer explained to him that Carl had been run over by a 
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drunk driver. The culprit had run off and the police were still looking for him. 


A bystander had immediately called 911, but because of a traffic jam caused by the 
accident, it took hours for the ambulance to arrive. 

So when Carl reached the hospital, he was already in critical condition. He had 
multiple fractures, a ruptured spleen, and internal bleeding, requiring immediate 
surgery. 

Derek had been called while Carl was just entering the OR. 

They had done their best to save him, but Carl had lost too much blood, so there was 
nothing they could do. They offered Derek their condolences, but all he could hear 
was white noise. 

"Let me see my brother." He begged. 

The body was covered with a sheet and only the head was visible. Derek could still 
see traces of blood on the face of his little brother. 

Derek gave his number to the police officer, so that he could be updated about the 
investigation and then returned home. 

The culprit was quickly apprehended thanks to the traffic cameras. It turned out to 
be a kid, barely seventeen years old, who had stolen his old man's car. When the 
police arrested him, he was still drunk and high on drugs. 

Derek lived the months before the trial in anguish. The damned DA had decided to 
prosecute the kid as a minor and the even more damned judge had granted him 
house arrest. All while Derek's little brother, his Carl, was dead because of him. 

"How could they do such a thing?" Derek would yell and argue with anyone willing to 
listen to him. 

"Why all this talking about the rights and the future of that little sh*t? What about 
my brother's rights? What about his future? Carl has none because of him! What kind 
of justice is that?" 

Derek visited the DA office multiple times, expressing his outrage and demanding 
that they asked for the maximum sentence. They were always kind and 
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accommodating. They promised him that they would give Carl the justice he 
deserved. 


When the day of the trial finally came, Derek's world ended one more time. 

The DA and the defence attorney had come to a settlement. 

Since Chris Wainright, this was the name of the murderer, was still a minor and it 
was also his first offense, he had accepted to go to rehab and do six hundred hours of 
community service. 

If Chris managed to complete his rehab program and did not commit crimes in the 
following three years, he would be a free citizen with no criminal record. 

Derek was too dumbfounded to even be angry. When the session was over, he just 
walked to the DA, and asked a single question with a muffled voice. 

"Why?" 

Then, with their most kind and accommodating tone, the DA assistants explained to 
Derek that Chris was just a kid from a good family who had made a dumb mistake. 

Chris had a brilliant future ahead. He had already been admitted at Cal Tech and this 
was his first offense. Also, his parents had hired a great lawyer and the judge would 
likely be unwilling to destroy Chris' life. 

Despite their expectations, Derek did not make a scene. Derek's fire was 
extinguished, he had no more tears to shed. 

In the following months, Derek lived by going through the motions. He kept 
following his routine like nothing had happened, his mind was still in denial. He just 
wanted to forget everything that had happened in the last half year. 

The only thing that made him feel alive was the constant headache that had started 
shortly after Carl's death. According to his doctor, it was a stress related symptom. 
With all that had happened, Derek had just been swallowing aspirins and 
paracetamol like they were candies. 

The pain never did go away, it was only getting worse. Derek finally found the 
strength to get a serious check-up and once again bad news was waiting for him. 
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According to the full body scan and the follow-up biopsy, he had stage two 
pulmonary cancer. 


"But I've never smoked in my entire life!" Derek exclaimed, more amused than 
scared. 

"Indeed, it's odd." Doctor Monroe, his oncologist, was quite puzzled. 

She was a good-looking Hispanic woman, maybe five years older than Derek. In 
different circumstances, he would have probably asked her out. 

"You told me you work for a chemical company, right?" Derek nodded. 

"Such an aggressive cancer is too uncommon to be a coincidence. My personal 
opinion is that their ventilation system failed. You and God knows how many more 
people have been breathing in poison for quite some time." 

"But we wear masks the whole time we work with the chemicals and, speaking for 
myself, 1 follow the safety protocols to the letter. My colleagues always mock me for 
it!" Derek was still in disbelief. 

"Then maybe the masks are cheap pieces of junk. Or maybe the lab or the storage, if 
not both, have leaks. These corporate scumbags only seek profit. 

"It would not surprise me in the least if they cut from the safety budget to put more 
dividends in their pockets." 

Doctor Monroe was too outraged, even in his catatonic state Derek could tell there 
was more to it. 

"Doctor, what are you hiding from me?" He asked, looking her straight in the eyes for 
the first time. 

She nibbled on her lower lip for a while before answering. 

"Between you and me, you are not the first case from your company. 1 have already 
reported it to the Department of Health and to federals. If 1 were in your shoes, 1 
would get a good lawyer and sue the soul out of the company. You'll need a lot of 
money for the treatments." 
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"I agree on getting a lawyer, but I refuse any treatment. I'll just take palliative care." 


Doctor Monroe jumped off her chair. 

"Do you realize that without the proper treatments you have six months, a year at 
best to live? Also, as I have already said, your cancer is really aggressive. We need to 
start as soon as possible if we want to have a chance to beat it." 

The situation was dramatic, but Derek found all those "we" words hilarious, so he 
could not refrain from chuckling. 

"We barely know each other, doctor. So we have nothing to do other than go our 
separate ways." Derek said to her with an icy tone. 

"What do I have to live for? I have no family and no loved ones. My little brother's 
ashes are all that is left to keep me company. I could die tomorrow and I would not 
give a s**t!" 

They parted on bad terms, but she still gave him her number, in case he changed his 
mind or simply needed to talk. Derek called his old shark lawyer and explained 
everything to him. 

Years had passed but they would still send each other Christmas cards. 

Derek had kept tabs on him, just in case. His old lawyer had more grey hair than 
before, but was still a first-class shark. 

Derek stopped working and started spending his money without much care. He 
would go to ah the fancy restaurants he had always wanted to try, bought the suits he 
always dreamed about and only ate his favourite foods for breakfast, lunch and 
dinner. 

Derek would spend most of his days playing games on his brand-new gaming PC and 
revisiting ah the spots that held significance for him and Carl. 

Then, twenty-four days after the diagnosis, he had an epiphany. 
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PROLOGUE (4) 
FALL AND ASCENSION 


It was a night like any other since Derek had quit his job. He would wear one of his 
new handmade suits and wander off into the city. He was curious to see what would 
kill him first: if the cancer or a random crazy head. 

When he got bored or simply exhausted due to cancer and medication, he would just 
take a cab to return home. 

Derek was walking with quick strides, high on his pain killers when he saw him: 
Chris Wainright. He was holding a bottle of liquor, poorly-hidden inside a paper bag, 
from which he would drink in big gulps. 

Chris was talking and laughing loudly with a teen girl who was showing a lot of skin. 
She held a joint, taking big puffs until the two of them traded and got into a car. 

It was a custom-painted muscle car. Though not the same Camaro that Chris had 
used to kill Carl. It was an even bigger and more expensive car. 

In that moment, Derek wanted to puke blood. How could he possibly have forgotten 
about that little b*stard? Had his cancer really screwed up his brain so bad that he 
was willing to die without taking care of such a loose end? 

The tires screeched as the car moved, almost running over a woman that was 
crossing the road in the process. The skimpily dressed girl rolled down the window, 
yelling insults at the woman who was still frozen in fear. 

Derek could almost hear the couple of idiots laughing. While gritting his teeth, he 
called a cab and started to plan his final act. 

First, he started to stalk Chris on all social networks, learning about all of his 
routines and habits. Then Derek began to follow him and planted a GPS tracker 
under the Camaro so he'd always know Chris' exact location. 

Simply skimming through Chris' Chirper account, he found at least fifty violations of 
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the parole deal. While following him, Derek took many photos of Chris abusing 
alcohol and drugs. 


However Derek had no intention of submitting the evidence to the police. What 
could he possibly gain from that? Chris would just get another slap on the wrist and 
then he had just to be more careful. 

Derek didn't have the luxury of time, nor the willingness to do what the so-called 
justice system said he should. 

Less than a week later, by checking Chris' Bookface page, Derek learned of a rave he 
would show up to. Derek double-checked his equipment and jumped into his new 
car, a black 1967 Chevrolet Impala. 

The best car to hunt monsters with. The rave was "secret, hence it would take place 
in some run-down, abandoned location. 

Derek followed Chris closely and as soon as they were away from traffic cams, he ran 
into the Camaro from the side, forcing Chris to halt. 

As soon as Chris stepped out of the car, Derek took him down with a stun gun and 
then quickly proceeded to check if the Camaro had more passengers. 

It seemed to be his lucky night, Chris was driving alone. Derek searched him and 
crushed every electronic device he could find: bitfit, smartphone, even Chris' 
keychain. 

Derek tied his hands and feet before ball gagging him. Then he destroyed his own 
smartphone and the GPS tracker, tossing everything off of the road. 

He moved Chris into the trunk of the Impala and headed toward a party for just the 
two of them. 

Derek drove to an abandoned warehouse in the old industrial area. He had already 
gotten rid of the lock and chain that kept the big metallic doors closed, replacing 
them with his own. 

Inside the warehouse there were two chairs, both bolted to the ground, a bucket, and 
several water tanks. 
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Derek opened the trunk. Chris had regained his senses so Derek tased him again. He 
took Chris to a chair, binding his arms and legs to it. 

Finally, Derek splashed him with a bucket of water, forcing him to regain 
consciousness. 

"Hello, Chris. My name is Derek McCoy and you killed my brother. We need to talk." 
Derek said, standing over him. 

Chris gargled something as he tried to get rid of the restraints. While commending 
his efforts, Derek violently hit him in the groin with a nightstick. The pain paralyzed 
Chris. 

"Where was 1? Oh yes. The last time we saw each other was during your farce of a 
trial. Do you remember me?" Chris's panting intensified. 

"Good. Let's get straight to business." Derek took two digital timers out of the car, 
setting the first to 30 minutes and the second to two hours, 47 minutes and 17 
seconds. 

Then he pulled out a gun and double tapped Chris' liver. His scream was muffled by 
the ball gag, whereas the shots echoed loudly in the empty warehouse. 

Derek started both timers simultaneously then came in close, checking the blood. It 
was dense and black, a clear indicator of a crushed liver. 

"Now, before the real pain settles in, 1 need you to take a good look at the timers. 
They are really important." Chris was crying and screaming, so Derek had to splash 
him again and pull him by his hair to get his attention. 

"The first timer marks how much time you have left. After it rings, even if someone 
should miraculously break through that door and rescue you, you would be dead 
anyway. 

"You have only so much time until your system gets flooded by toxins unfiltered by 
the liver. Past that point, no transplant can save you. The second timer is a surprise. 
We'll get to it later. For now, your only task is to stay awake and savour every 
moment of pain like Carl did." 

The time flew, Chris kept screaming through the ball gag and soon the first timer 
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rang. 


Chris started sobbing even stronger, the only times he remained silent was because 
he was overwhelmed by the ever-rising pain. 

Derek spoke to him no longer, he would just pace back and forth while occasionally 
checking the second timer. 

Every time Chris fainted, Derek would splash him and force him to stay awake before 
refilling the bucket. 

When the second timer rang, Derek finally spoke again. 

"1 have bad news and 1 have good news. The bad news is that 1 lied before. 1 
thoroughly researched liver injuries and with such a crushed liver, you had no hope 
to begin with. 

"Even if 1 had shot you in front of the best hospital in the US, unless they had a 
compatible liver at hand, you would have died. 1 wanted to give you false hope, the 
same that my brother experienced while waiting for help. 

"The good news is that you just suffered as long as Carl did. 1 may be many things: 
unrelenting, vengeful, a liar, a murderer, but 1 am also fair. Your suffering ends now." 

Derek pointed the gun to Chris' head and double tapped him. 

Then he pointed it to his own head. 

"Little brother. I'm coming. Wait for me." 

He pulled the trigger one last time. 

While Derek's body was still falling, his consciousness was bathed in light and he felt 
as if he was being pulled toward the sky. 

After months of grieving, after a whole lifetime of misery and pain, Derek felt that all 
of his traumas and hatred were fading away. 

Derek had never experienced such bliss. In this new form, he felt no negative 
emotion. He was at peace with his past and unafraid of his future. 
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Derek was enjoying a present that he felt could lead to endless possibilities. There 
was no right and wrong, success or failure. He would simply be, no strings attached. 

That intoxicating feeling lasted until he suddenly woke up, alive and breathing. 

All his negative emotions returned, plunging him back into despair. Derek inwardly 
cursed while he tried to focus his eyes. Maybe it was because of the shot to the head, 
but his vision was blurry. 

'So much for the perfect plan. Some idiot must have rescued me and somehow 1 
survived the journey to the hospital. 1 am still alive. 1 still have cancer. 1 am still 
alone.' 

But when his eyes finally cleared up, they strongly disagreed with his reasoning. 

Derek was in some kind of huge metal corridor, surrounded by dead bodies. Alien 
dead bodies to be precise. They were all wearing some kind of full-body armour that 
resembled a sci-fi space suit. 

"Where the f **k am 1? What the hell does this mean?" He screamed while trying to 
get up only to fall back to the floor. 

He fell hand first and only then did he notice that he was wearing a space suit too. 
Also his hands, all four of them, had three fingers each. 

"WHAT! THE! ACTUAL! F**K!" 
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PROLOGUE (5) 
COLLATERAL DAMAGE 


After much screaming and freaking out, Derek finally regained his cool enough to 
analyse his current predicament. 

The first thing that caught his eye was a huge hole in his space suit at the chest level. 
The contours of the hole had burn marks all over it and there was a lot of purple jelly 
on both his suit and the dead bodies. 

That meant that the purple jelly was coagulated alien blood. Derek turned his head 
to see the spot where he had woken up, noticing a lot of blood and even something 
that he found safe to assume were some kinds of splattered viscera. 

'This makes no sense.' He thought. 'All the evidence points to the fact that this body was 
as dead as Julius Caesar until I somehow happened to inhabit it. For whatever reason, 
it's also fully healed. 

'Oh man, this means all religions are dead wrong! Luckily, I never believed in any 
mumbo jumbo, otherwise I would be really disappointed right now.' 

Derek then proceeded to examine his new body. It had four arms and two legs but all 
the limbs were long and skinny. The legs were reverse jointed like those of a cat. 

Both hands and feet only had three fingers and toes respectively. 

Derek was really curious about his facial features, but there was no reflective surface 
in sight. He tried to feel his face with his fingers, but the suit apparently came with a 
helmet which somehow did not impede his senses at all. 

The only thing he could determine by touch was the shape of the helmet. Derek 
found out that his new head was something akin to a shark's dorsal fin. 

Then he tried to speak. 

"Test, test. Derek McCoy. One, two, three." He could somehow do it, but he was still 
speaking English. That meant that he didn't inherit the muscle memory nor the 
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intellect from the body's previous owner. 


Derek tried getting up, but the center of gravity was too different from his old body's, 
so he had to give up and resort to crawling like a baby. 

He examined the corpses to make heads or tails of what was happening around him. 
Judging from the suits, there were two factions at war. 

One had a red colored space suit, and the other, which Derek was wearing, was grey. 
He had no idea which side was winning, but it would not make any difference to him 
anyway. 

Unless the suit was equipped with a universal translator, he was incapable of 
communicating. Enemies would kill him on sight and Allies would probably ditch 
him like garbage. 

'Who would ever want a rambling idiot incapable even of walking during a life or 
death situation? I've not even been here for a day and I am already as good as dead.' He 
thought. 

Derek refused to give up without a fight. He managed to stand up by leaning on the 
walls and explored his surroundings. 

The corridor had many doors, yet his choices were painfully limited, since he could 
only go through the open ones. 

Derek had no idea how to open the doors nor how to operate the control panels that 
he found along the way. He tried pushing buttons at random but nothing happened. 

To make matters worse, he was getting hungry. 

'Will I die like this? Starving in a goddamned space ship, alien planet, or whatever this 
is? I don't know what this useless pile of flesh eats! Even if I stumble on a mountain of 
food, I have no way to know what is what. Even if I did, I don't know how the heck to 
remove this helmet.' 

After walking for several hours, hunger and frustration drove him to hysteria. Derek 
screamed and kicked at whatever was within reach until exhaustion made him fall 
asleep. 
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When he woke up, his mind was clear again. 


'This is a nightmare. I am ail out of options to the point that even if I wanted to kill 
myself I would not know how.' He banged the back of his head against the wall to 
keep frustration at bay. 

'/ never thought about this, but being reborn in a sci-fi environment is truly the worst- 
case scenario. Alien body, alien customs, complete lack of the new species common 
sense and to add insult to injury, everything here is so high-tech that I cannot even 
open a door. 

'Heck, every goddamn button could be tagged and it would still be useless to me since I 
don't understand their language.' 

Derek's hunger kept growing and he was getting weaker by the hour. Having no time 
to lose, he started wandering again. This time he banged and screamed at every door 
he met, trying to draw attention. 

Derek was on the verge of fainting again due to hunger and exhaustion when finally a 
door opened up. 

The shock was great enough for him to lose his grip and fall onto the ground. On the 
other side of the door there were grey suited aliens in a wedge formation. 

Every one of them was holding some kind of long metal staff as if it were a rifle. 

Derek didn't even attempt to get up, he just waved a right hand, hoping it was a sign 
of peace. 

*"Captain! That's Xa'rk! His life signal coming back online wasn't a glitch in the 
system, he is still alive."* [from this point onward * marks words that Derek does 
not understand} 

The formation opened and a taller and bulkier alien closed in. The soldiers never 
lowered their weapons nor did they lose focus, waiting for the attack order. 

*"What are you doing on the floor, soldier? How in Thrak's name did you 
survive that ambush?"* The captain asked with a hoarse voice. 

"Dude, 1 have no idea what you just said." 
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*"What is he rambling?"* 


*"It's not any dialect in the empire."* 

*"Medic, any reading on that blaster wound?"* 

A purple dressed alien walked forward while scanning Derek's body. 

*"None, sir. The scanner confirms that the hole in his armour is definitely from 
a Corellan blaster. 1 have no idea how he survived it unscathed. It's a miracle."* 

*"lt's a liability."* The captain's tone was grim. He took a staff from one of his 
soldiers' hands and pushed a button. It turned into a glaive, but its blade was made 
of pure energy. 

'Well, it seems like I'm going to die from a lightsaber. It's cool, one hit and I'll be turned 
into dandruff Lucky me, another painless death incoming.' Derek thought. 

When the captain plunged the glaive into Derek's chest, it did not make any burning 
sound. It pierced him from side to side, bleeding him to death. 

The blade was not a laser-based weapon, but a hard-light construct, making it no 
different from an ordinary glaive. 

*"Listen up, soldiers. Xa'rk was a good soldier. When and if we get out of this 
alive, we will remember and mourn him as such, but that thing, whatever it is, 
is a risk we cannot afford to take. 

"Not with Prince Rek'hart in our care and those Corellan rebel scum still at 
large. Better some collateral damage than a spy among our ranks. Now shut 
that door and check the perimeter again."* 

This time, death was far from painless for Derek. He felt like his chest was on fire, but 
what really hurt wasn't the wound but rather his lungs. 

Derek was struggling to breathe. Every breath was shallower and more difficult than 
the last. Blood started gurgling from his mouth as he felt like he was slowly 
drowning. 

His throat kept contracting, trying to draw in air, but to no avail. It took Derek less 
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than a minute to die, but to him it seemed to last forever. 


Once again, he found himself basked in the blinding light and pulled towards it. Just 
like the last time, he felt all of his worries and rage fade, but instead of enjoying the 
feeling he was simply annoyed. 

Derek had never believed in any god, hence he never believed in heaven or hell. 

'Humankind has always been a terrible race.' He thought. 'It's impossible to define 
someone as truly bad. Most of the time, the bad guys are simply people who never got a 
chance to be anything but criminals. 

'Then there are people, like me, whom life had pushed and pushed until they broke. Not 
to mention psycho and sociopaths. How could someone that is born bad be sent to hell 
simply because his head is malfunctioning? 

'Hence, I have always believed that either there was an afterlife for everyone or no 
afterlife at all. Death is supposed to be the final spirit level, good or bad, rich or poor, 
the destination has to be the same. 

'Instead I got this cheap excuse for a reincarnation screwing with me. 

'What purpose could be reborn possibly have if I retain all of my memories? 

'Whatever body or planet I would end up in, I would still carry my baggage, so once 
outside the light all my pain, rage and contempt toward humankind would prevent me 
from learning whatever lesson lam supposed to learn!' 

Inside that otherworldly space, he had the clarity to see that his psychologist had 
been only half right. He could only change if he wanted to, but because of all his past 
experiences he had no will to. 

It was a perfect example of a catch-22 paradox. 

Suddenly, he was pulled downwards and away from the light. 

His vision was a blur, but he could still hear a lot of commotion around him. 

Giant hands were holding him still while he was puking god knows what, and 
judging from the breeze on his buttcheeks, he was naked. 
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7 don't know what the heck is going on,' he thought, 'but I bet I am in deep sh*t again.' 


When Derek was finally able to see again, he discovered that the hands were not 
gigantic, the issue was him being a very small creature. A baby, to be precise. 

*"He is alive! I did it! I managed to save your boy's life."* 

A further inspection revealed that said hands belonged to some gibberish-rambling 
old hag. Derek was currently inside a wooden shack, surrounded by people dressed 
with rags that could be called clothes only if they were part of a 1000 CE themed 
renaissance fair. 

'Man, I hate always being right!' He thought. 
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CHAPTER 1 
A NEW BEGINNING 


BOOKl 


*"He is alive! I did it! I managed to save your boy's life."* [please, remember that 
* means words that Derek is not capable of understanding.} 

After the midwife triumphantly said those words, the room exploded in cheers and 
tears of joy. The people in the room were hugging each other and the mother in 
turns. 

Meanwhile, Derek lied limp in the midwife's arms, looking left and right trying to 
determine how bad his current situation was. 

'Well, well, well. What do we have here? The bedridden woman is clearly this body's 
mother. She definitely needs a bath.' After delivery, the sheets were stained with 
blood, urine, and feces. 

'The crying, rough-looking man should be the father. I wonder if he is crying for my 
sake or just because he was afraid of losing his wife. I bet the second one. It's likely for 
me to have an older sibling. This doesn't bode well.' 

Suddenly, another woman entered the bedroom bringing with her a little boy and a 
girl who raced to the bedridden woman. 

'Oh dammit! This is even worse than I thought. So far, I only have two possible choices. 
Option one, grow into this large family, fighting every day for the few available 
resources. Malnourishment is most definitely a given. 

'Then, when I am old enough, I would be forced to work with my relatives, get married, 
and have children. Option two, wait until I am tall enough to grab sharp objects, put an 
end to my misery, and take another spin at reincarnation, hoping for a better outcome. 
I think I'll go with option number two.' 
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While Derek was thinking, the room had become quieter. The midwife had already 
finished cleaning the newborn and had wrapped him up in a clean cloth. During all 
that time, Derek neither moved nor cried. 


*"Nana, what's wrong with the hahy? Why is he not crying? It has never 
happened before!"* The mother was so worried that she ignored the pain and tried 
to get up. 

*"Shush child! Don't you dare move. I still have to heal you."* The midwife's tone 
did not leave space for a reply. *"rve delivered dozens of children. A silent one is rare 
but nothing special. Do you want to see how strong he is? There you go!"* 

She unwrapped him from the cloth, and while holding him gently, she gave Derek a 
little spanking to make him cry. 

Derek grunted a little while staring at her in dismay. 

'Do you want to play rough, old hag?' He thought. 'Fine! You just triggered my trap 
card! Twin Flood, activate!' Derek relieved both his bowels and bladder onto the 
midwife. 

The backdoor attackers splattered all over her feet, while the front door flood struck 
her on the face and chest. 

Derek started giggling loudly. 

*"Well, this wasn't exactly what I was expecting, but as you can hear for 
yourself, this little imp is breathing just fine."* The midwife handed the baby to 
another woman to clean him. 

Derek kept giggling, proud of his work. After washing her face with warm water and 
a cloth, the old hag moved her left index finger drawing a circle in the air, striking it 
through in the middle from right to left. Then she pronounced a single word. 

"Ekidu!" 

A black energy manifested on her fingertip. She proceeded to point it over her wet 
dress and then over her shoes. The smell of feces and urine suddenly disappeared 
along with their source. 
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With his mouth agape in shock, Derek watched as his poop dried and crumbled, 
turning into dust. It was akin to watching one of those fast-forwarded videos where 
in one minute you could see a seed becoming a flower. 

'Heisenberg's beard! She is not just an old midwife! She is a real magician, in the flesh! I 
have never been so happy in my whole three lives to be dead wrong' 

Derek was ecstatic, and not only because this world had magic, but also because as 
soon as he heard the word Ekidu, he had felt something clicking inside of him. 

As if something deep inside of him had started taking root, and suddenly he had 
become ingrained in the very fabric of his new reality. 

He started obsessively repeating the magic word in his mind, and tried to engrave 
every detail of the circular finger movement in his memory. 

*"Now that I'm clean, let me stop that bleeding, dear."* The healer approached 
the mother and placed her hands above her nether regions. 

'Is it time for more magic? Show me, please!' Derek begged in his mind. 

Nana first spread her fingers wide then started to move both arms in a circular 
motion, first up over her head. Then she opened her arms as much as she could 
before joining her hands, palm against backhand, at her navel's height. 

"Vinire Lakhat!" 

Despite being all wrapped up, Derek tried to mimic all of her movements, step after 
step, memorizing every single detail he could grasp, no matter how small. 

A sphere of light enveloped Derek's mother's lower body and she quickly recovered 
her complexion. The pale skin reverted to a healthy pink, while all the traces of pain 
and fatigue disappeared from her face. 

Once again, something clicked inside him. After the dark magic, he could clearly feel 
that simply by hearing the power word, a connection had been established between 
him and light magic. Derek could not stop grinning. 

'If and I say if I have enough magical talent, it would mean there is actually a third 
hidden option." He thought. 7 can become a magician and live free for the first time in 
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my life! No shackles, no responsibilities! But it's better not to get overenthusiastic. With 
my luck I could just have poor talent or... ' 


His reasoning was abruptly interrupted when the woman who had held him until 
that moment, handed him to his mother. 

*"Nana, are you sure he is all right? He has yet to cry, or giggle. He is too quiet. 
With all that has happened, I'm really afraid that something is wrong with 
him."* 

After those words, the room turned gloomy. Afraid of being somewhat responsible 
for the change of mood, and quite eager to explore option number three, Derek did 
his best baby impression. He giggled, smiled, and emitted raspberry sounds. 

Such allegations hurt Nana's professional pride, but it wasn't her first time with an 
anxious mother. 

She knew Elina since she was still a child, and had delivered all her babies. Nana 
could not deny that this delivery had been one of the most difficult in her career. 

The labor had lasted hours and she had been forced to cast healing spells multiple 
times to stop the bleeding. When she finally could see the baby's head, she knew 
something was wrong. 

Elina was fighting with all of her strength but the baby was limp. So, Nana had 
rushed and used her hands to pull out the baby as fast as she could, only to discover 
that he was being strangled by his own umbilical cord. 

After cutting and removing it, Nana had tried ah other best spells, but to no avail. For 
a long terrible minute, Nana had believed the child was lost. 

But then the healing light had finally activated, forcing the baby to puke, clearing his 
airway. Then and only then could Nana afford the luxury of relaxing. 

Healing magic was no miracle. It could enhance the life force of the patient, making it 
easier for them to recover from an illness or heal from an injury, but it could not 
create life. 

Nana was sensitive, so she understood that Elina didn't need a lesson about magic. 
She just wanted to be reassured about her child's health. 
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*"Worry not, my child. I can prove to you that all is well."* 


Nana caressed Elina's cheek while smiling warmly and took Derek from her arms, 
removing the cloth as if she was revealing a treasure. 

Nana carefully adjusted Derek in the crook of her left arm, then she circled her open 
right hand around him and said: 

"Vinire Rad Tu!" 

A small wisp of light came out of her palm, dancing around the baby before 
penetrating his chest. 

The light spread from head to toe, making him emit a dim light. 

*"See? If there was even a scratch on his body, my injury detecting spell would 
leave that area bleak. Your little sun is fine."* 

The energy flowing through his body was making Derek feel empowered. During his 
old life, he had felt like that only a few times. 

When he got his degrees, when he finally abandoned his parent's home, when he 
beat up the bullies. But all those times it had been a fleeting emotion, lasting a few 
seconds at best. 

Now it was different, it wasn't just adrenaline. Real magic, real power was coursing 
through every fiber of his being, making him feel invincible. 

So, when the spell started fading away, he could not accept that. 

'No! Come back to me! Give me my power back!' Derek thought. 

He focused on the last strands of energy, willing for them to stay. He could not cast 
the spell on his own, but he could still feel the lingering power and started feeding it 
with his own. 

Derek's light stopped dimming and instead grew stronger and stronger. 

Nana was dumbfounded. She had never seen anything like that before. That was not 
how the spell was supposed to work. 
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Derek wanted it to last forever, but a second later he fell asleep due to mana 
exhaustion, and the light disappeared quickly. 

Nana wrapped up the baby again and returned him to his mother's embrace. 

*"Nana, what was that?*" Elina asked full of wonder. 

The old healer had no idea how to answer. Many possibilities popped up in her head, 
and all of them would require long explanations that would needlessly make Elina 
worry and maybe even force Nana to repeat the spell. 

It had been a long day and she had no intention of prolonging it even a second more 
than necessary, so she borrowed a line from her childhood's favorite fairytale. 

*"My child, I think the new-born may be blessed by the light. There is no need 
to worry, only to rejoice."* 
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CHAPTER 2 
A BABY’S DAY 


Derek's first days as a baby were peaceful, but far from boring. He had no 
responsibilities. All he had to do was eat, sleep, poop, and the occasional baby noise 
or finger grabbing routine. 

That left him with all the time he needed to think about his future. 

On Earth, it was no mystery that kids had a greater potential for learning than adults, 
and since his family seemed human, or at least human-like, he could hope for that to 
be also true in the new dimension. 

From what he could see, his body was no different from a baby from planet Earth. He 
could hear his heartbeat and see his chest moving while he breathed. 

Even the reproductive apparatus was as he knew it. 

The same could be said for his new family. If it wasn't for the existence of magic, he 
would have simply thought to have travelled through time, but things clearly weren't 
that simple. 

Derek quickly dismissed all the "what race am 1 now?" hypotheses as overthinking. 

One of the advantages of being a baby was that ignorance was perfectly fine. When 
the time came, someone would teach him. 

He determined that he had two priorities: number one, learn their language. All 
babies are supposed to learn their native language, and he had only so much time 
before being considered a retard, so he could not slack off. 

Number two, he had to somehow figure out magic, or at least its foundations. That 
also had a deadline, since his learning potential was at its peak only until his brain 
stopped growing. 

After that, he would be no different from anyone else with the same talent and 


traitorAIZEN 38 I 698 



disposition for magic. 


He set magic as his first priority. Being considered a slow learner was much better 
than being weak for life and being forced to take another spin at reincarnation. 

Derek spent his first day in the new world in bed together with his mother, while his 
father would sleep and rest in the boys' room. 

Whenever someone talked to him, he paid close attention, trying to figure out 
common words or patterns. 

The rest of the time he was not eating or the cloth diaper being changed, he would 
try to cast one of the three spells he knew: Ekidu, Vinire Lakhat and Vinire Rad Tu. 

Every attempt was a failure, he could not feel even an iota of power inside himself. 
Comparing what he saw with what he knew from Earth's Dungeons & Looting, those 
spells had clearly a verbal and somatic component. 

But that couldn't be all, or at least he hoped so. Otherwise all of his efforts would be 
useless until he was able to talk. 

Failure after failure, his anxiety grew stronger. Fear of the unknown and of tomorrow 
started to build up. Also, getting used to pooping and wetting himself wasn't a 
pleasant feeling either. 

Thankfully, his mother showered him with nothing but love and affection, making his 
day not a total loss. Despite his bias about mothers due to his previous life, Elina 
managed to make him feel loved and protected. That wasn't half bad at all. 

The final outcome of his first day was zero progress in magic and no progress with 
the language. On the other hand, his mother seemed to be a good parent and he 
finally learned his new name: Lith. 

The second day turned his world upside down. 

Elina, showing the strength of a wild ox, decided she was sick of resting and got up to 
help performing the daily chores. 

Lith had the opportunity to see her full figure. Despite giving birth the previous day, 
she was a good-looking woman in her early twenties. She was definitely well 
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endowed in all the right places, with a fit body honed through hard work. 

Her shoulder blades long hair was of a beautiful light-brown colour, with shades of 
red all over it. 

Just the light of the candle made it look like there were flames dancing within. 

'Seeing mother with her hair down on a sunny day must be quite a sight to behold.' 
Derek thought. 

Maybe it was because Lith was still a baby or maybe because of the mother-son 
bonding, but Lith felt deeply proud of her. 

He also discovered that she did not use a bra or underpants. 

Once she finished dressing, Elina wrapped Lith up, making it impossible for him to 
move. Then Elina placed him into her sash, using it like a baby cradle so that she 
could easily hold him with only one arm and minimum exertion. 

She walked out of the small bedroom and found her older daughter, Rena messing 
with the fireplace. 

*"What in the Great Mother's name do you think you're doing, Rena? The sun is not 
even out, you should be sleeping. You know you are not allowed to mess with fire!"* 

She said with a hiss, trying to not wake up the house. 

*"rm sorry, mom. 1 just wanted to make you all a surprise. To make you wake up in 
an already warm house when breakfast was ready."* Rena's face showed only sincere 
concern. 

*"There is no need to worry, silly bee. Your mommy is a pro with kids."* Elina said 
while ruffling her hair. 

Rena, together with her twin brother Orpal, was the eldest child. She was eight years 
old, and her blonde hair with shades of black was the reason for her moniker. 

Elina shooed her away from the fireplace, lighting the wood with a flick of her finger. 

"Infiro!" 


traitorAIZEN 40 I 698 



'Thank heavens!' Lith rejoiced. 7 had that weird feeling I experience when I discover a 
new type of magic again. This proves that I wasn't just imagining stuff!' 


Elina sent Rena to open the window shutters to let the dawn light in while she 
prepared breakfast. 

Elina took several vegetables out of a cabinet and proceeded to chop them with a 
knife. Some had a familiar look to Lith, like some semi potatoes and odd coloured 
carrots. The others were all a mystery. 

The idea of having such a breakfast made Lith almost cry. In his past life he never 
liked vegetables, they were all bland tasting. No matter how much of them he ate, 
within half an hour he would be hungry again. 

Elina shoved everything inside a small copper cauldron and with the help of a hook, 
hung it on a metal bar over the fire. 

After that, she conjured water out of nowhere with a snap other fingers and filled 
the cauldron. 

Both Lith and Rena were ecstatic, although for completely different reasons. 

For Lith it meant hope. Spells could be cast without words or precise hand 
movements. That proved to him that there was a real chance to practice magic while 
still being a baby. 

For Rena it was a reason for pride. Magic was common, but every time Elina cast a 
silent spell it was like watching a real mage at work. 

*"You are so amazing, mom!"* Rena's eyes were full of admiration. *"Will 1 ever be as 
good as you with magic?"* 

*"0f course you will, silly bee."* Elina replied with a kind smile, while inwardly 
adding: 'After ten plus years of chores every single day.' 

After a while, everyone woke up to have breakfast together. The family consisted of 
Raaz [father], Elina, two daughters [Rena and Tista] and two sons [Orpal and Trion]. 

Lith could then establish with depressing certainty that there was no such thing as 
an indoor bathroom. 
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From what he could see, the house consisted of a big room used as dining room, 
kitchen and pantry with three doors that lead to the various bedrooms and nothing 
else. 

The breakfast was relatively quiet, so he had no problems learning the word for 
water magic when his father filled some jugs. 

"Jorun!" 

After everyone left for their daily routine, Elina moved along with Lith to a rocking 
chair. During the morning, he had the pleasure to discover that in the new world the 
daily chores like washing the dishes or cleaning the floors were all performed using 
magic. 

From her rocking chair, Elina would simply twirl her index and middle finger while 
reciting "Brezza!" to generate up to three small whirlwinds that she would move all 
around the house to collect and get rid of the dust. 

Whenever someone would dirty the floor with earth or mud, a flick of the wrist and 
a "Magna!" would send it back through the same door it had been brought in. 

Lith was delighted discovering how common the use of magic was. Everyone in the 
family, even the younger ones, would use magic to make their lives easier. 

When bedtime arrived, Lith was dying to try some magic. He had waited so long for 
his hands and feet to finally be free. 

Elina fell asleep almost instantly, yet Lith was impatient enough to have the 
impression of having waited for hours. 

After a full day spent thinking, he had decided to try only air magic, at least until he 
was confident enough in his ability to control magic. 

Fire was too dangerous for a novice, while water and light would easily wake up his 
mother. Lith could not spot any dirt to control in the dim light of the room, and he 
was too afraid to mess up with darkness magic until he got a better understanding of 
it. 

So, he twirled his little arm and said: "Eaa." Nothing happened. 
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Lith tried and failed countless times before giving up. He didn't know how long his 
baby body would last before falling asleep, so he stopped despairing and started 
thinking. 

Magic was common. Whenever he heard for the first time an elemental magic word, 
something inside him would click. As if it created a connection between him and the 
elemental energy. 

Those were all good news, but he still couldn't make heads or tails about why he was 
always failing. He never expected to succeed on the first try, but he had thought that 
something would have manifested. 

A random tiny gust of wind, a spark of light, anything would do. 

He started thinking back to when the healer had filled him with power. That feeling 
was not new to him, but he had never experienced it so intensely. 

Lith searched his memory, until he found the answer. It was the same sensation that 
he felt when he started practicing ju-jitsu, while learning the basic breathing 
technique. 

^Well I have nothing to lose. Let's give it a try.' 

Lith breathed in through his diaphragm while relaxing the anus to draw the world 
energy in. 

Then he would contract the anus, holding the breath for a few seconds, to let the 
energy settle in before breathing out while he relaxed his whole body. 

Back on Earth, he had always thought that the intoxicating feeling he experienced 
during his first days of practice was just some kind of placebo effect. 

His naive young mind deluding itself that the weak could miraculously become 
strong just believing and practicing in all that Ki/internal energy nonsense. 

But what if he later stopped experiencing that sensation only because his native 
world's energy was just too thin? 

After some time, Lith started to feel a tingle ah around his body, and then the energy 
seemed to move and condense inside his solar plexus. 
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The more he performed the breathing technique, the more clearly he could sense the 
energy getting stable. 

In his old videogames, mana was always blue. So, he visualized a blue sphere settling 
inside his solar plexus. 

After a while, Lith felt like he was brimming with power. After holding his breath one 
last time, he twirled his little arm before commanding: "Eaaa!" 

The wind generated barely tweaked his mother's hair, whereas he had aimed for the 
blanket, yet he could not stop grinning. 

'This really is a great start!' 


traitorAIZEN 44 I 698 



CHAPTER 3 

UNRELENTING PRACTICE 


In the following weeks, Lith's days consisted of a strict routine. 

During the day, when he was all wrapped up, he would only focus on practicing the 
breathing technique and learning as much as he could about his family and their 
language. 

At night, he would practice magic until exhaustion made him fall asleep. Then as 
soon as he woke up, he would start again until Elina would get up for the day. 

More than once he tried taking a break, but it would never last for long. Living as a 
baby was not easy. On the contrary, it was very stressful. 

He could not speak even the words he had already understood to avoid scaring his 
family. He could not move. He could do nothing but watch, sleep, eat, and relieve his 
bowels. 

He was not used to being so helpless and dependant on someone else for every little 
thing. Too much free time would bring him to the verge of insanity. 

So, he would practice and practice, trying to adjust to his new reality without 
overthinking about how absurd his situation was. 

As Lith's powers increased, so did his control. After a few weeks, he felt confident 
enough to try earth magic and water magic. 

He would always be careful, never conjuring more than a few droplets of water or 
manipulating a handful of dirt. He discovered that it was possible to make the 
elements float in mid-air, changing their shape and size by continuously spending 
mana. 

After that, he shifted his night training on focus and control rather than power. His 
mana was very limited and he much preferred doing a few elaborate tricks perfectly 
rather than a lot of stuff at the risk of blowing his cover. 
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No matter how common magic was, Lith doubted that a baby practicing it would be 
anything less than shocking, if not even terrifying. 


Lith was afraid of being abandoned by his family, or even worse killed. 

He was once again scared of death since he now had too much to lose. What were the 
odds of finding another world where magic existed, to be born as a baby in a loving 
family? 

Zero, none, nada, squat. 

He had to play his cards well, and play them as close to the chest as possible. Before 
revealing even a hint of his talent, he needed to know what the standards of this 
world were. 

How much talent was considered good? How much divided being considered a 
genius from being labeled a monster? 

His mind was constantly filled with worries and only training would alleviate his 
anxiety. 

After three months, he had become good enough at silent magic to try fire magic on 
the fireplace. 

The fire was already lit, and when everyone was busy talking and eating during 
breakfast, he tried making the flames dance at will. It ended up in failure, since the 
flames were too strong and the distance too big for his mana to have any effect. 

Yet he kept trying, since he could still sense the flow of magic going from himself to 
the fireplace, hence making it a good training to expand his mana sense and range. 

The only downside of all that training was that Lith would get hungry faster. Luckily, 
he was not Elina's first glutton and she had no shortage of milk. 

Another month passed, and Elina started weaning him. 

This event was meaningful for two reasons. The first was Lith noticing that food 
wasn't abundant in his household, so even if he still had a limited vocabulary, he 
could still read his parents' worried expressions every time he needed to be fed. 
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Despite still being a cold-hearted, cynical misanthrope at his core, Lith could not 
help but feel guilty about it. 

They loved him like a child, whereas he would consider them nothing more than 
hosts, like a parasite. The only exceptions were Elina and Rena, his big sister, the only 
one that aside from his mother would take care of him. 

With their constant love, affection, and care, they had managed to crack his 
emotional defensive wall. The more time he spent with them, the more he would 
consider them part of his real family rather than just people who he was leading by 
the nose. 

He started limiting his training to not exceed the amount of food they could afford. 

Even that required quite a few tries to find the right amount, since too little would 
cause even more worry than too much. 

The second reason was world changing discoveries. 

Being forced to stop training magic as much as possible, Lith now had free time that 
he dedicated to practicing the breathing technique that he named "Accumulation". 

That way, his inner energy, that he had long dubbed as "mana core", grew faster to 
the point of hitting a bottleneck. 

Apparently, his body wasn't big, strong enough or both to hold an indefinite amount 
of mana. Lith had never noticed that before because his baby body was rapidly 
growing and he had only so much time to expand his mana core. 

So, without him realizing it, his body and mana core had developed together. 

But now the balance had been broken, and practicing Accumulation would make 
every fiber of his body ache, so he was forced to stop. 

Luckily, he was still well-fed and developing fast, so despite not being able to 
perform any physical exercise, the bottlenecks would not last long. 

The second discovery was the result of him being forced not to practice magic or use 
Accumulation. 
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While studying his bottleneck status, he found out that it was possible to modify the 
breathing technique by removing the breath holding step. That way, the world 
energy would just flow in and out of his body, energizing him like a good night's 
sleep. 

Lith named this new technique "Invigoration." 

After several tries, he discovered that the world's mana could allow him to stay 
awake for several days, but not indefinitely. 

Each time he would use Invigoration, the energizing effect would last less, and only 
sleeping would reset its effectiveness. 

But the most important discovery, as almost always happens, was made by chance. 

After adjusting his food intake, Lith's greatest enemy had become hunger. Not the 
slight appetite that can be fixed by a candy bar or the hankering after a busy 
morning. 

It was the kind of hunger that never goes away, always lurking, even right after a 
meal. Even though Lith was not starving, it was something that he had never 
experienced. 

Among all the misfortunes of his first life, food had never been an issue. He had 
always been able to eat to his heart's content, even allowing himself to be picky 
about food. 

But now he was so hungry that he ate every meal until the last bite, and if his body 
had allowed him to, he would not hesitate to lick the plate clean. 

In the good days, when the portions were larger, it was like white noise, annoying 
but easily ignored. During the bad days, though, either because the rations were 
smaller or because he had lost himself in the practice of magic and consumed too 
much mana, it would become a thorn in his head. 

He would be so hungry that he would experience headaches all day long, often 
feeling light-headed and incapable of focusing. Food would be the only thing he could 
think or dream about. 

Of course, he was not the only hungry one in the family. Aside from Elina, only his 
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siblings Orpal and Rena would be tasked to feed him. 

And while Rena had a big heart and strived to be like her mother, Orpal was angrier 
and hungrier by the day. He would often daydream about the days when he and his 
twin sister were the only children in the house. 

Now he not only had to fight each day for his parent's attention, but also for food and 
clothes. 

Once he had a room all to himself, but now he had to share it with Trion. It was just a 
matter of time before Lith would come to take away what little personal space he 
still had left. 

Orpal could not understand why a family as poor as his own would keep making 
kids. 

It was winter, so there was not much work to do. Hence there weren't many 
occasions to restock their food supplies, and they had to last until spring. 

It was the toughest time of the year for all the farmer's families, since the food was 
meant not only for men but also for the animals. 

Orpal was sick of seeing Lith gobbling up all the food, to the point of dubbing him 
"Leech". 

So, whenever it was his turn to feed the little vermin, he would take some spoonfuls 
for himself, but Lith was not easily bullied. 

As soon as he noticed the spoon was not aimed toward him, he would start to cry 
madly, and Elina would run to his side, foiling Orpal's plan. 

Lith never cried unless he needed to be fed or changed. It made their parents both 
really happy and paranoid about him. Since he would never cry wolf, they took every 
wail very seriously. 

That day was a really bad day for Lith. He was starving because of his growth spurt 
and it was Orpal's turn to take care of him. 

Both their parents were out. One of the cows seemed to be suffering from frostbite. 
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Orpal took the plate full of creamy soup for the baby and gulped down a full 
spoonful. 


Lith immediately started to cry, but there was no one to hear him. 

"Cry all you want, *Leech*." Lith was now able to understand most of the common 
words included Orpal's mockery. "Today is just you and me. No mom in shining 
armor to come to your rescue." After saying that he gulped down another one. 

Lith felt like he was going crazy. Once again, he was helpless. His so-called magic was 
useless in his time of need. What could he possibly do, aside from blowing his cover? 

Ventilate him? Wet him? Using fire was too dangerous. A single meal was not worth 
burning down a house. 

Lith's hunger was eating him, making his rage go above and beyond what he would 
have ever thought possible. 

'You fu**er!’ He inwardly yelled. 'Feeling so tough robbing a child?' 

Then he saw the third spoonful moving toward Orpal's smug face. A good half of his 
meal was as good as gone. 

Lith's anger reached a new peak, his hatred burned like fire. 

'You are not my brother!' He inwardly yelled. 'You are nothing but a filthy thief Trash!' 

And then, instead of clicking, he felt something breaking inside of him, like a dam 
that could not hold the raging waters anymore. 

'I HOPE YOU CHOKE ON THAT SPOON, YOU SH*T!' Lith waved his arm against Orpal in 
a final struggle, and so it happened. 

Lith felt the mana radiating out of his body, reaching the spoon already in Orpal's 
mouth, and pushing it down, hard. 

Orpal started to choke, and after removing the spoon from his throat, he puked his 
guts out. 

Lith was so astonished that he almost forgot about both his rage and hunger. 
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He had discovered something wonderful, a power that no one else in his family 
seemed to have. 

Lith had discovered spirit magic! 
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CHAPTER 4 

UNDERSTANDING SPIRIT MAGIC 


At that time, Elina and Raaz (father) were coming back to the house. Upon hearing 
Lith's desperate cries, they had run back to check on him. 

When they found Orpal on the ground, puking, they understood what had happened. 
They already had suspicions since whenever Orpal fed Lith, he was always hungrier 
than usual. 

Now they had proof. Inside the pool of vomit, the undigested creamy soup was as 
clear as the day. 

Raaz became red with anger. 

*"You little...!"* But had to stop, his other children had returned as well. 

"1 am very *disappointed* in you, Orpal." Said Elina, seeing that her husband was too 
angry to speak. 

*"From now on, Elina will be the one feeding Lith. You can take all other shifts in the 
stable. 1 don't think that even you could eat hay."* 

"But mom..." Orpal said trying to defend himself. He hated cows and their smell. 

*"No huts, young man!"* Raaz yelled. *"And that is not punishment enough! Elina, 
feel free to prepare one more bowl for Lith, and take the food from Orpal's share! He 
must learn that bad decisions have consequences!"* 

They were speaking too fast for Lith and there were too many unknown words. But 
Orpal had just turned pale. So it had to be good news. 

Orpal started crying and apologizing, but Lith made sure to cry louder. Raaz and 
Elina ignored Orpal's pleas and sent him to take care of the animals. 

After being fed with a generous serving of soup and milk, Lith could finally focus on 
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what had happened. After days of trial and error experiments, he had grasped the 
basics of his newfound ability and gained a much deeper understanding of magic. 

Lith had discovered that when he cast an elemental spell, it actually consisted of a 
three-step process. First, he would emit the mana, then he had to mix it with the 
world energy that he was trying to manipulate. The last step was the hardest, 
controlling the spell and its effects. 

Spirit magic skipped the second step. It used only his own power without borrowing 
elemental energy. That made it more difficult than any magic he had practiced so far 
and more mana consuming. 

It also required much more focus compared to normal magic. Pure mana had no 
physical form, so he could not rely on his eyes to manipulating its effects. 

All depended on his willpower and imagination. The clearer the mental image of the 
action he wanted the mana to perform, the better the result. 

Spirit magic's range was also very limited, barely reaching a meter [3,28 feet} radius. 

Despite all of its strict limitations, Lith started to practice only spirit magic. The 
ultimate discovery about it was that every improvement he did in spirit magic was 
also passed onto all other kinds of magic. 

He didn't need to split practicing between them anymore, so he progressed in leaps 
and bounds compared to before. 

From time to time, he would use a random elemental spell to check on his progress, 
reaching a new understanding of the true nature of that element. 

The progress Lith made allowed him to also improve his breathing techniques. 

Through Accumulation, he could now not only perceive how his mana core changed 
in size with practice, but also have a rough understanding of the amount of mana 
contained in his body. 

By using Accumulation, he would feed the world energy to his mana core, allowing it 
to expand from the size of a pinhead to that of a glass marble. 

Once the mana core grew to marble size, further progress could only be made when 
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the physical body forcefully compressed the mana core back to a pinhead. 


Lith had no idea how the phenomenon worked and had found no way around it. 
Mana core and body development had to go hand in hand, there was no shortcut. 

Bottlenecks happened when Lith tried to use Accumulation while the mana core was 
still at its peak size. The world energy would be rejected by the mana core, going 
wild through his body and damaging it. 

By continuously undergoing expansion and compression cycles, his mana capacity 
was already incomparable to when he was just a newborn. 

After discovering and practicing spirit magic, Lith had a much finer control of his 
mana, inside and outside his body. 

He managed to modify the Invigoration technique so that when he breathed in the 
world mana, he would combine it with his own temporarily exceeding his limits. 

Then he would expand the resulting energy, moving it from the solar plexus 
outwards until even his body hair would be overflowing with mana. 

Ever since he invented Invigoration, he had noticed qualitative changes to his body. 
Lith was now better at withstanding the cold and heat. He would hardly ever get 
sick. 

When his whole family would catch a cold, he would either get over it before the 
symptoms manifested or recover in a few days. 

'Unless it's all a crazy coincidence, improving Invigoration is the only means at my 
disposal to temper my body. If I am right, this means that I can use it as a crutch until I 
get big enough to do physical activity.' He thought. 

'Hopefully, it should also help me overcome my bottleneck periods faster. It's a gamble, 
but it shouldn't do any harm. Also, between hunger and bottlenecks, there isn't much I 
can do as a seven month old baby.' 

As for his family life, it also experienced some changes during the following months. 

After the soup incident with Orpal, a divide opened between the brothers. Lith was 
vengeful by nature and so was his brother. 
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Sometimes, when Orpal was angry, he would call him Leech instead of Lith since he 
always called him like that in his head. 

Every slip of the tongue would cost him a serious scolding and when he did it while 
harshly arguing with his parents, even a good spanking. 

Orpal blamed Lith for all of his misfortunes. The little runt always giggled when he 
was having a hard time. 

The relationship between Lith and his parents instead kept getting better and better. 

He had already started saying babble words, making sure to say "Mama" when Elina 
embraced him and "Dada" whenever Raaz came near him. 

'If this world is even a bit similar to Earth's middle age, it's better to stay in my old 
man's good book until 1 am self-sufficient.' This was Lith's reasoning. 

He was still very afraid of father figures, and the two of them didn't have a great 
relationship anyway. Raaz would always be busy with something, letting his wife and 
eldest daughter spend the most time with the baby. 

To his defense, he had just wrongly assumed that Lith was too little to notice and 
that they would have time to catch up later in the future like he did with his other 
sons. 

Raaz really loved him and Lith never ceased to amaze him. He couldn't remember 
him crying for no reason, not even when teething. 

If someone bumped into his cradle or raised their voice while Lith was asleep, or at 
least pretending to, he would not make a sound, just look around before going back 
to sleep. 

Lith grew increasingly fond of Rena, she was more like a loving aunt than a sister to 
him. He could see himself in her, taking care other little brother as he did with Carl. 

He would have loved to express this affection, but all he could do was smile and 
laugh as soon as he saw her and call her "Lala". She was, in fact, the only one besides 
his parents to have a babble name. 

It wasn't much, but it meant the world to her. 
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And so, time went by. After six months from his arrival, Lith was put on the ground 
for the first time and started to crawl under strict supervision. At the ninth month, 
he started to walk and graduated himself from babble words to real ones. 

On the day of his birthday, after discovering they had birthdays in the new world too, 
he allowed himself to use simple phrases and started to make questions to complete 
his vocabulary. 

Knowing nothing about babies, it was very stressful finding the right timing for 
every little thing. Luckily, Lith could always resort to cheating to find out the proper 
time for him to "learn" to do something. He was already capable of understanding 
most of what he could hear, so he would always be open to "suggestions". 

If Elina was dying for him to finally say "Mommy" instead of "Mama", he would wait a 
couple of days before making it happen. If Raaz cheered for Lith running to him, he 
did. 

The real problem was paying attention to everything Raaz, Rena and Elina said while 
seeming completely oblivious to their words. 

Another problem was that once they let him roam free in the dining room, they also 
gave him small wooden toys expecting him to play and explore his surroundings. 

Lith already knew the dining room like the back of his hand, and there was not much 
to see in the first place. Yet he had to pretend to be curious about it. 

That was the hardest thing he had ever done since becoming a baby and it scared 
him to death. He had no clue how a child would explore such a bland environment 
and his paranoia about blowing his cover made him sweat bullets. 

Seeing the expectation in their eyes, he started from the nearest thing, the fireplace. 
The fire was not lit, the logs were cold and covered in ashes. 

When he got closer, Raaz stopped him. 

"This is the fireplace. Now it's safe, but fire is bad. Fire hurts. No touching it, never." 

Lith looked at him, seemingly confused, before trying to put his hand in the ashes. 
Raaz grabbed his hand, blocking him. 
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"Fire is bad. No touching it. Never." His father repeated. 


Lith stared in his eyes like he was deeply in thought, before asking: "Fire bad?" 

"Yes, very bad." Raaz replied while nodding. 

"Okay." Lith moved away from the fireplace and got close to the table. When he tried 
climbing up a chair, almost falling down with it, Elina ran to his rescue. 

"Good gods, this little one sure likes danger." Seeing their increasingly worried 
expressions, Lith believed to have found a way out of his torment. 

He would keep putting himself in danger, trying to climb on the table or go into the 
kitchen rummaging through pots and knives. 

They quickly decided that his adventure time was over. They made him sit on an old 
cloth spread over the wooden floor and gave him toys to play with while they 
recovered from the stress. 

He had a little wooden horse, some kind of cart, and an odd-looking dog thingy. 
Playing was much easier for him. Lith did not need to create stories or explain what 
he was doing. 

He could just use playtime to practice spirit magic. Lith would actually never use his 
hands to move the toys, making them float as close as possible to his fingers. 

He really enjoyed those moments. Lith could finally openly rejoice, scream and laugh 
anytime he made a new discovery or a breakthrough and all his parents would see 
was a happy child lost in his fantasies. 

"Who would have ever thought that such a quiet little fellow could have such a vivid 
imagination." Raaz said with a big, proud smile on his face. 

"Look at him. All he has is just some old toys, yet it looks like he has the whole world 
in the palm of his hand." 
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CHAPTER 5 
GROWING PAINS 


The following years weren't easy on Lith. 

He was finally allowed to ask a lot of questions, filling most of the holes in his 
vocabulary and starting to finally learn about his family and the new world. 

He learned that they were living in the village of Lutia, which was part of the county 
of Lustria which in turn was part of the Griffon Kingdom. 

His parents knew about the neighboring countries by name only. They knew nothing 
about things were outside the village, nor did they care about it. 

In their eyes, the king was some sort of mythical beast, whereas they put all of their 
faith and worries in Count Lark. Not only did he administer justice and taxes in the 
county, but he would also always take part in Lutia's spring festival as guest of honor. 

His parents never mentioned to their children anything about magic, wars, or 
history. They only told them tales that even in this new world could be easily 
dismissed as bedtime stories. 

All of their fables were filled with beautiful princesses, valiant heroes, and villainous 
tyrants. 

Lith was truly dissatisfied by such little information. He wanted to know what was 
the planet's name and what stage of scientific development the human race had 
reached. 

He wanted to learn about the history of magic, the lore, the legends, anything that 
could give him at least a clue about what to expect from his new life. 

Unfortunately, it was clear they knew little more than gossip. To make matters 
worse, he couldn't pose questions he was not even supposed to think about. 

At least his family tree was quite simple to understand. Elina and Raaz had married 
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very early, even by village standards, when they were barely sixteen. 


Being an only child, Raaz had inherited his father's farm where they were currently 
living. Elina had gotten pregnant shortly after the marriage, giving birth to the twins 
Rena and Orpal. 

Then she got pregnant again every two years. That meant that Raaz and Elina were 
currently 25 years old, Rena and Orpal 8 years old, Trion 6 years old, Tista 4 years 
old, and finally Lith 2 years old. 

In fact, most of that information was leeched from his siblings' questions. Lith was 
mostly limited to a "What's this? Why is that?" kind of question. 

Spending more and more time with the rest of his family, he also discovered why 
despite his father owning such a nice farm with its own barn and henhouse, they had 
so many problems putting food on the table. 

Tista was born with a congenital condition that prevented her from doing any 
physical exertion and also made her prone to illness. 

Fast pacing was enough to leave her out of breath. She would cough from time to 
time, and when things were about to turn for the worse, the cough would become 
violent. 

At that point, one other parents would have to run to the village to let Nana visit and 
heal her. She could not really cure her, only alleviate the symptoms and return Tista 
to her natural state. 

While a check-up wasn't expensive, the treatment was. Also, even if Raaz did go to 
pick her up and then brought Nana back home, it would still cost extra. 

Doing a round trip meant her losing business, so she demanded compensation. 

It was the constant need for the healer to put such a strain on their budget. 

Lith felt very sorry for her. Despite not having spent much time with Tista, she was 
precious to both Elina and Rena, and that was more than enough to make her 
precious to him too. 

He felt helpless, cursing his inability to ever practice light and darkness magic. Light 
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magic required a patient. Until he gained a solid grasp of how it worked and what 
was this world's human anatomy, he would not dare to put anyone's health at risk. 

Darkness magic was another story. Lith had only seen it once and no one in his 
family used it. The only time he had seen it in action, he had clearly felt the 
destructive power it held. 

He was also biased against it since, on Earth, dark magic would always be associated 
with evil practices and undead so he had no desire to dabble with something 
potentially horrifying. 

Lith could only live on, hoping to eventually get some training in magic while 
enduring the madness he was getting used to calling family life. 

He had to be lively, but not too much. He had to be curious, but not too much. He had 
to run around, but never get out of the door. 

His parents were never satisfied. If he tried to sit in a corner meditating, they would 
worry because he was too quiet or too lazy. If he tried to move around or help them, 
he would be scolded for getting in the way. 

They refused to teach him chore magic [that was the name of the lesser spells they 
used in their daily life} and prohibited him from learning them. 

Lith could not go outside without being accompanied by someone, he could not get 
near to the fireplace, nor could he ask too many questions. 

Everything was basically prohibited until he "grew up". 

More than once Lith wanted to scream: "1 may be biologically young, but 1 am 
actually the oldest in here, dammit!" but all he could do was suck it up and obey. 

His feud with Orpal never resolved, and he could clearly feel Trion's hostility on his 
brother's behalf. Clearly, Orpal was for Trion what Rena was for Lith, his role model. 

Unlike Orpal, Trion would not completely ignore him even when their parents were 
absent. Yet Lith could clearly see that every time his brother helped him, it was just 
to be polite. There was no kindness between them. 

Lith quickly started to ignore him in return. 
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7 have already spent half of my old life being worried about dysfunctional family 
members. Been there, done that. Thank you, but no thank you. If you want to be a jerk, 
be my guest. I don't give a damn about you.' These were his thoughts about the 
matter, so he let things fester. 

Once he became three years old, he could not take it anymore. The boredom caused 
by the cold winter months when he was basically stuck at home 24/7, aggravated by 
the constant hunger was about to drive him insane. 

It was a stormy afternoon and the family was gathered around the fireplace. Elina 
was teaching her daughters how to sew. Raaz was teaching Orpal how to carve wood 
while Trion and Lith were only allowed to watch. They were still too little to handle 
any sharp object, even sewing was off-limits. 

Lith had already asked, baffling his father and flattering his mother. "You are too little 
and your hands are still too clumsy." She replied. 

Elina was right, though. Lith's body felt even clumsier than his old one before he had 
started practicing martial arts. Just the thought of all the lost muscle memory was 
enough to make him cry. 

So, he patiently waited until Raaz finished instructing Orpal, and then Lith mustered 
all of his courage. He asked his father to teach him how to read, write and count. 

Raaz was flabbergasted. "You are too young! Usually, kids wait until they are six 
years old to go to school and learn. Don't you think it's boring?" That was the 
philosophy every man in his lineage had always upheld. 

"Boring? What could possibly be more boring than sitting here doing nothing? Like 
yesterday and the day before. And probably tomorrow tool Please daddy, try me! 1 
beg you, please, please, please!" 

Raaz didn't know how to say no. Lith had never asked anything for him before. 

'Even when Lith is still hungry, if he notices that there is no more food, he never asks for 
more.' He thought 'He's so unlike Orpal. I don't know if it's Lith that's too good or I'm 
just spoiling Orpal too much.' 

He really wanted a way out, but Elina was already staring at him. Her hands never 
stopped sewing, nor her mouth explaining to the girls what they were doing wrong. 
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but her eyes were clearly set on him. 


'Dammit, what can I say? Learning does not even require dangerous tools... That's it! 
The tools! I'm such a moron sometimes.' 

Raaz looked into Lith's puppy eyes, his heart squeezing as if in a vice, but he still 
replied: "I'm sorry son, we have nothing you could possibly write on. So, 1 can't teach 
you." 

Lith had considered things thoroughly before asking, so he had already a solution at 
hand. He picked the biggest tray they had and filled it with the ashes collected in a 
bucket beside the fireplace. 

"Now we do! We can write as much as we want!" Raaz was amazed by Lith's 
ingenuity and so was Elina. He was about to object again when he noticed that the 
stare had turned into a frown. 

Her hands were moving too fast, and that meant trouble for him. 

There was a storm outside so he could not run away from the one that was brewing 
inside. He had to admit defeat and yield. 

"Where do you want to start?" Raaz could only hope that Lith would get bored fast 
and let him return to his leisure. 

"Count!" Lith promptly replied. So Raaz sat on the floor beside him and started 
drawing lines in the ash. Lith was ecstatic. 

The numbers they used had a different shape from the Arabic numerals, but aside 
from that they were identical in use. Even the calculation methods were the same. 

So, he kept the new numbers in the upper row to learn their shape and then started 
doing the multiplication tables. He could actually do such simple math in his head, 
but he needed to engrave the new numbers in both his mind and body. 

Once he finished, Lith started taking requests from his audience and when Orpal 
sarcastically asked "How much is 124 times 11?" he quickly replied with "1364" 
leaving them all speechless. 

Elina could not help herself, standing up and lifting Lith up in a big hug. 


traitorAIZEN 62 I 698 



"My little genius! I'm so proud of you!" In less than one hour he had mastered what it 
would take others a full year to do. Rena and Tista soon joined her in the embrace, 
congratulating their little brother, while the male side of the family was still 
flabbergasted. 

In rural areas, people learned how to count only to not get ripped off when they sold 
or bought merchandise. They remembered only addition and subtraction, whereas 
they soon forgot about useless things like multiplication and division. 

Reading and writing required more time, but it was equally simple. Lith already 
knew most of the words and how to spell them. He only needed to learn the alphabet 
and memorize it to be able to read and write. 

Once again, his family was stunned and the only one not rejoicing with them was 
Orpal, left alone with his envy and scorn. 
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CHAPTER 6 

I KNOW THAT I KNOW NOTHING 


Having officially learned how to read and write, Lith practiced it every day. While his 
family considered him a genius, he knew better. Needing to practice hard to 
memorize just twenty-one letters and ten numbers, Lith did not feel much brilliant. 

Striking the iron while it was still hot, he asked for Raaz to carve him a wooden ruler, 
50 centimeters [19,7 inches} long and 3 centimeters [1,2 inches} both high and 
thick. 

On its front Raaz engraved the entire alphabet, on its back the numbers. It was Lith's 
clutch during his homework, a tool necessary for him to be free of practicing anytime 
without bothering his parents. 

Raaz was still on cloud nine, so he didn't make any question about the oddly big sizes 
Lith had requested. He could have easily made it much thinner and shorter, making it 
easier to carry around. But Lith refused the proposal, begging his father to fulfill his 
wish. 

Lith had not missed Orpal's hostile glare every time someone called him a genius. He 
had to be sure that the rules would not be easy to break nor go missing by 
"accident". 

It was also the perfect pretext to always carry around something he could practice 
spirit magic on. 

When the weather finally cleared up, Elina decided that it was the perfect moment 
for Tista to be checked up by Nana. With all the cold and wind during those last days, 
no matter how much effort Raaz and Orpal put in the house's maintenance, it had 
still been kinda drafty. 

Tista had been coughing enough for Elina to be seriously worried about her. She took 
the mule cart and brought Tista and Lith to the village of Lutia. 

The bad weather had lasted too long, and the accumulated farm work needed 
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everyone's help to be finished before another frost wave arrived. 


She had to bring Lith along, he was too small to be left home alone. After stuffing 
them with the warmer clothes they had, the trip began. 

Lith was really happy. It was the first time for him seeing the world outside the 
farm's bounds. There was much he could learn from such an experience. 

On the road, they were bothered more than once by stray graaths. They were wasp¬ 
like insects with a venomous sting at the end of their abdomen. Compared to Earth's 
wasps, they were much hairier and blue instead of yellow. 

"Why in the Great Mother's name are they still around?" Elina complained. "They are 
supposed to be asleep during winter!" 

One graath was particularly stubborn and despite all their shooing, it kept going 
back until it got too close to Tista for comfort. 

Lith slammed his hands hard, missing it entirely. He was still as nimble as a brick, but 
his spirit magic wasn't. 

It had already reached an area of effect of ten meters [32,8 feet} around him, so the 
graath was squashed effortlessly. 

Lith showed the prey with pride. "Don't worry big sister. I'll always protect you." 

After hugging him, Tista was really curious about the dead insect, but Elina was still 
worried by the venom, so after throwing it away, they resumed their trip. 

When they were in sight of Lutia, much of Lith's doubts got cleared up. It wasn't just 
his family, the whole village resembled closely one of those early middle ages 
drawings he had seen in history books. 

There was no sign of any complex technology. Even a windmill or a watermill would 
have been considered a marvel of science. 

When Lith asked Elina about the village, she explained that only artisans, scholars 
and merchants lived there, the rest of the population lived in their own farms 
tending the fields and raising livestock. 

Lutia consisted in a few dozens of one or two stories high wooden houses well- 
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spaced between them. Not even one was made out of stone or bricks. 


There was also no road pavement of any sort. The space between the houses was 
just like the road to the village, bare earth and mud. 

From the signs hanged outside the buildings, Lith could spot a blacksmith, a tavern 
and a tailor shop. 

The bakery didn't need any sign or advertisement. The delicious smell that came out 
its chimney was enough to make every passerby's mouth watery. 

Lith's hunger hit him so hard that he already knew what he would have dreamed 
about that night. 

When they arrived at Nana's house, Lith was surprised noticing it was bigger than 
their own, yet Elina had told him more than once that Nana lived alone. 

In his eyes it meant that either she was from a rich family, or more likely that healing 
was a lucrative business. Lith decided that he had to master light magic as soon as 
possible. 

The door was open and once inside, Lith recognized the familiar feeling of a doctor's 
waiting room. The door led to a single huge room that smelled of medicinal herbs 
and incense. 

On the left end of the room there was a door, probably leading to Nana's living 
quarter. On the right there was a huge wide curtain, behind which Nana was visiting 
and treating her patients. 

The rest of the space was filled with benches and chairs. Many of them were already 
taken. 

Many families had decided to make use of the good weather and get a check-up. Elina 
removed ah of the extra clothing from her children before instructing them to be 
quiet and don't disturb others. 

The waiting room was filled with bored mothers, and soon Elina was one of them. 

She joined the conversation, sharing her experiences and advice. 

Lith could now wander around undisturbed, the women were too busy keeping their 
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children under control to take notice of his existence. 


The room was bare and uninteresting, but once he got close to the curtain, he 
stumbled upon a treasure. He had found a small open cabinet, filled with books 
about magic. 

'Maybe in this world is the equivalent of a doctor hanging his degrees and masters.' He 
thought. Many of the titles were specific about an element or its application, but one 
book caught his eye. 

It had "The basics of magic" written on the cover. After checking that no one was 
paying him attention, he grabbed it and started to read. 

'I'm only three years old. I can afford a "better to ask forgiveness than permission " 
attitude.' Lith then moved to a corner, giving his back to the curtain and hoping to go 
unnoticed as long as possible. 

It was clearly a book for beginners, so he skipped the introduction and went straight 
for the elements' description. 

Lith discovered that water magic was not just about conjuring and manipulating 
water, it also allowed the user to lower anything's temperature. Any magic 
apprentice was supposed to be able to generate ice. It could be used for both offense 
and defense. 

Air magic too had an ability that he had never taken into consideration. Air magic 
highest peak was weather control, but even at the basic level, a mage could generate 
lightning. 

Fire and earth were just plain and simple as he had pictured them all, so he moved to 
the last two elements. 

While reading, it became clear to him that because of magic, whoever had written 
the book had no idea what anatomy was. 

The book would speak about the importance of keeping a wound clean, but there 
were no words like disinfection or sepsis, so he barely found unknown medical 
terms. 

Lith remained dumbfounded upon discovering that light and darkness were 
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explained together instead of in separate chapters. 


According to the book, both elements were the bread and butter of any healer. 
Darkness magic could be used as a weapon, but it was not explained in detail. 

The author was very clear in stressing the fact that he was not a fighter, and that 
beginners should never bite more than they could chew. 

Then he proceeded to explain that darkness magic wasn't either good or bad, just an 
element like the others. It was an invaluable tool for a healer, since it allowed them to 
clean wounds, tools, or even to fumigate houses from rats and insects to avoid the 
spreading of diseases. 

Also, it was the only way of getting rid of parasites that had grown inside a patient. 
Light magic would allow the healer to detect their presence, but could do no harm to 
them. 

Light and darkness worked best when used together. Light magic specialty was the 
ability to perceive life forces and scan them for anomalies. It also allowed to correct 
such anomalies and to guarantee an instant recovery from most diseases. 

Restoring broken bones was more difficult, so it was explained in another chapter. 

Lith felt incredibly ignorant and stupid. He could have discovered most of those 
elemental properties on his own if he hadn't been blinded by his narrow-minded 
superstition. 

'How could I have been so idiotic? I have lived here more than three years and I am still 
thinking like this is a video game, with fixed rules and levels? Darkness is evil and light 
is holy or something? No, this is science, dammit, the same one I studied all my life. 

'Iffire magic is converting mana into heat, then water magic is nothing but converting 
mana into cold, condensing the water in the atmosphere and turning it into the liquid 
state. It's all so obvious, it's like the damned Columbus' egg!' He thought. 

He was about to turn the page and learn about healing broken bones when a firm 
hand squeezed his shoulder, locking him into place. 

"That's not a toy, young man. 1 really hope that you have not damaged it, otherwise 
your family will have to pay for it dearly." 


traitorAIZEN 68 I 698 



CHAPTER 7 
LEARNING A TRADE 


Lith had been so engrossed reading to forget where he was, throwing caution to the 
wind. When Nana caught him red-handed, he was startled enough to yelp. 

"1 thought 1 knew every single rascal, but 1 fail to recognize this one. What's your 
name, kid?" 

"Lith. What's yours?" He replied while making puppy eyes. Nana was now more 
curious than angry. 

"Lith? Do you mean Elina's little imp? No wonder your face is new to me, you were 
just a newborn the last time 1 saw you." 

Nana's presence had made the chatter stop. Some women wanted to ask her how 
long they had to wait for their turn, others were just curious, Elina jumped out of her 
chair and apologized on Lith's behalf. 

"There's no need to apologize, Elina." Nana said. "No harm, no foul. The little imp has 
not damaged the book while playing with it." 

"Yes mom, there is no need to apologize." Lith hated it when someone spoke about 
him like he wasn't there. "And 1 was not playing with it, 1 was just reading." 

"Reading? Young man, how old are you? Three years and something? If this is a joke, 
it's not funny. 1 never expected one of Elina's children to be such a liar." 

"He is not lying. During the last storm, Lith was bored, so he asked his father to teach 
him how to read, write, and count. Here is proof." Elina handed Nana the wooden 
ruler. 

Elina's rebuttal had caught her by surprise. Nana realized to have struck a nerve. 
After studying the ruler, Nana had to admit that it was a clever learning tool. 

"Tell your husband that this thing is really a good idea. He could sell it to teacher 


traitorAIZEN 69 I 698 



Hawell. It never hurts to have extra money." 


Elina wouldn't let her change the subject, not until she apologized for calling her son 
a liar. 

"Raaz didn't invent it. Lith did, so he could study alone without bothering anyone." 

Nana was shaken by all those sudden revelations. Her pride wanted to avoid 
apologizing, but insinuating that Elina too was lying in front of all those people 
would have hurt the reputation other family. 

"So, young man, how much is seven times six?" 

"Forty-two." 

Nana took the book from Lith's hands and after opening a random page, she gave it 
back. 

"What is written there? Start from the top of the page." 

Lith suppressed a smirk. "The first thing to understand while studying magic is that 
it's just a tool. Anyone can use it, but only a few people can actually employ it 
properly. In fact..." 

"Okay, that's enough. I owe you an apology Lith." Yet she said it while looking at 
Elina. "Seems your son is indeed blessed by the light, dear." 

The room was once again resounding with chatter, but this time they were all 
discussing the same topic. 

"What does Nana mean with blessed by the light? Isn't that just a fairy tale?" 

"I wish my son was that smart. Just sending him to school every morning is a war of 
attrition. Not to mention getting some actual results!" 

Those were the most common comments. 

Lith kept hitting the iron while it was still hot. 

"Can I..." Suddenly he realized that he ignored the word borrow, "take it with me for 
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some time? I will return it as it is. 1 promise." 


"And what would you do with it? Can you already use magic?" Nana's reply would 
have normally been quite different, but she had enough surprises for one day and 
could not afford any more sarcasm or skepticism. 

"Yes, 1 can." Lith replied before realizing his mistake. 

'I'm an idiot! I just blew my cover! Years of careful planning, ruined by this big mouth of 
mine. The only thing I can do is damage control.' He thought. 

"Really? And what can you do?" 

"Yes, Lith. What can you do?" Elina rebuked. Her right foot was furiously tapping the 
floor in annoyance, Lith knew he was in trouble. 

"1 can do wind and water chore magic." He said with a low apologetic tone while 
staring at his own shoes. 

"I'm sorry, mom, 1 know you prohibited me to learn magic. But everyone else in the 
house always uses it, and 1 was so bored." 

The chattering increased in volume. Elina was really angry, but she could not scold 
him in public. Not when they were staring at them with admiration. 

'Nana seems really impressed. Maybe this is a turning point in Lith's life. If she takes 
him as her apprentice, we could have a healer in our family. I can't ruin this 
opportunity.' She thought. 

Elina kept silent and wondered about his son's future. 

"Would you please show me?" Nana asked, smiling for the first time. 

'In for a penny, in for a pound. Here goes everything.' Lith thought. 

"Brezza!" 

Lith twirled his middle and index finger two times, creating as many tiny whirlwinds 
that he used to quickly sweep the room. He pretended to lose control from time to 
time. His goal was to impress, not to brag or scare people out of their wits. 
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"Oh! Oh! Oh!" Nana laughed in admiration, she could see more and more other in the 
little imp. Nana too had been a precocious brat. When she was his age, her talent was 
better, but Lith was still a sight to behold. 

Usually men were less talented for magic since women with their prerogative to give 
birth were naturally more in tune with the life force of the planet. Some called that 
world energy, others simply called it mana. 

Also, country boys were usually blockheads. They were more inclined to work hard 
in the fields or in the military rather than spend years on books. 

"Now 1 want you to do a thing for me. You said that you can conjure water, right?" 

Lith nodded in response. 

"Now call upon water, it does not matter how little. You have to not let it fall, though. 
You must make it float, like this." A perfect sphere of water the size of a fist appeared 
half a meter from Nana's open hand. 

Lith could not comprehend the reason for such a specific request, but he complied. 

"Jorun!" He conjured less than a glass worth of water, keeping its form irregular and 
unstable. Lith could not afford any more mistakes, his focus peaked trying to make 
his lack of control convincing. 

The water floated for three seconds before falling off. But instead of hitting the floor, 
it started floating again, becoming another perfect sphere orbiting around Nana's 
spell like the Moon does around Earth. 

Lith was flabbergasted. Not by Nana's control on the mana flow, he was already able 
of doing the same, if not better. 

He could not avert his eyes from the scene in front of him. Both spheres of water 
were constantly spinning on themselves, reflecting their surroundings over their 
surface. They would capture the light from the sun and turn it into sparkles of 
rainbow. 

Lith had always seen magic like a force to be reckoned with, a great tool to build his 
future with. But he never thought of it as beautiful. 
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For the first time in over three years, he was not pretending. He was really amazed, 
staring at the dancing lights while the memories of his old life flooded his mind. 


He suddenly remembered all the hours spent as a kid, hiding in the planetarium 
together with his little brother Carl. They would dream of becoming astronauts, to 
run away to the stars where no one would ever hurt them again. 

And just like that, his grief returned stronger than ever, fighting the joy out. The pain 
for Carl's loss overwhelmed him, tears started to stream from his eyes. 

"Lith, are you alright?" Elina voice woke him up from his stupor. 

Realizing how weak he had allowed himself to be, Lith felt deeply disgusted. 

'Water is just water, there's no need to get soft over a measly light show. Soldier up and 
follow the plan.' Lith steeled himself and sealed all the feelings that he deemed useless. 
'I'm done getting hurt.' He thought. 

"Yes, mommy, 1 am alright. 1 was just moved from the old lady's magic." 

"My name is Nerea, Lith. But everyone calls me Nana." 

"Why Nana?" Nana was usually a term of endearment used for the family's 
grandmother. 

"You see, when 1 was still a young maiden, everyone called me by my name. But then 
time passed, and 1 helped so many children come into this world that they started to 
call me Mama. After even more time passed, those children had children of their 
own, and they started to call me Nana." She ruffled Lith's hair. 

"1 have a proposal for you. Now you are too little, but when you become six years old, 
instead of going to school together with those blockheads, you could come here 
instead. You could read those books as much as you want. And maybe you could 
learn a trade. Mine." 

Lith tilted his head, playing dumb. 

"1 don't know, you don't seem nice. 1 would like the books, though." He replied while 
hiding behind his mother, only half his face visible behind her legs. 
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Elina didn't know whether to laugh or cry. Her dream had come true, but Lith didn't 
understand what he was turning down. 

"Please, excuse him, Nana. He is just three years old, he has no idea what he is saying. 
He doesn't even know the importance of apprenticeship." 

"Three years old." Nana repeated. "It's almost too good to be true. But you are right, 
if he had to choose between gold and toys, he would probably pick the latter. 

We'll have this conversation again three years from now." She knelt down, looking 
Lith straight in the eyes. 

"If you don't become as dumb as all the other boys in this village. I'll take you as my 
apprentice. If you will still be interested in magic and books, of course." 

Lith nodded, grabbing his mother's gown, looking for her protection. 

His weak and scared appearance hid his inner rage. 

'Three years? I might as well starve to death by then! And all because of you, greedy 
hag.' Lith thought. He was so sick of being hungry, he wanted to bite her out of 
frustration. 

'Calm down, Derek, and remember all of your lessons. Suck it up and grow stronger, 
because only strength will make you free. Only power will keep your family safe.' 
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CHAPTER 8 

LEARNING A TRADE, AGAIN 


Nana's work ethic didn't allow for favoritism of any kind. Lith may have been his 
future apprentice, but Tista had to wait for her turn like everyone else. 

Lith hadn't been so happy about being stuck in a queue since his student's days in 
college when he would use every single second to review his weakest subjects. 

'So much to read and so little time. Better to cram light and dark magic since they are 
the only elements outside physics as I know it. In the best-case scenario, it will take 
years to get my hands on a book again, and there is only so much I can learn as self- 
taught.' He thought. 

When it was their turn, he studied carefully how the healer performed the light 
magic Vinire Rad Tu. 

It was the same life force detecting spell she had used on him three years ago, but 
this time he had a better understanding of magic and a way better standpoint. 

Being next to Nana, Lith could appreciate every gesture and hand movement Nana 
used to amplify the spell's effectiveness. The light enveloped Tista's body, quickly 
turning grey around her chest, clearly outlining the shape other lungs. 

"1 have good news, and 1 have bad news. The good news is that Tista's condition is 
the same as always, there is no sign of degeneration this time. The bad news is that it 
doesn't seem to be improving either. 

"Tm afraid that she will remain like this forever. The more she grows, the lesser the 
chances that her body will be able to somehow fix itself." 

The air in the room turned heavy. A lifetime of illness was barely better than no life 
at all. 

Lith was so shocked that he completely forget about the books. The whole world 
meant nothing to him if he could not share it with the only three people he loved and 
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trusted. 


They came out of Nana's house in low spirits and returned home in silence. 

Once arrived, Elina shared the bad news and searched for Raaz arms before starting 
to cry. One by one, the whole family burst into tears, hugging each other in search of 
comfort. 

Lith allowed himself to cry, cursing the cruel fate that had befallen his sister. 

'What good is magic if I keep being helpless? Why do I keep reincarnating, simply to 
replace one living hell with another? Is this just bad luck or is it my fault? Could it be 
that in some previous life I committed such an atrocious act that now all those who I 
love are cursed? Could this be my punishment?' He thought. 

During the following days, Lith kept second-guessing every life choice he made, 
before accepting the fact that bad things happen. Tista was already ill when he had 
resurrected for the second time, it couldn't be his fault. 

Having been accepted as Nana's apprentice, he could now openly practice magic. 
Soon he proved to be capable of cleaning the whole house by himself, relieving his 
mother and sisters from all their chores. 

Thanks to darkness magic, cleaning dishes and cauldrons became a matter of 
minutes. Nothing organic, be it food residue or grease could escape being turned into 
dust by a single spark of dark energy. 

He also made countless experiments with light magic, in search of a cure for Tista. 

Yet all he managed to achieve was to keep her symptoms at bay. Tista now needed 
much fewer treatments from Nana, but she was still a prisoner in her own body. 

This caused Orpal to hate him more and more. 

'Show off! How I am supposed to enjoy my life with him constantly breathing on my 
neck? Not only does Leech share the housework with mom, but he also spends a lot of 
time with Tista.' Orpal thought. 

'Mom and dad always praised him for his so-called talent and intelligence. Now they 
never shut up about Leech saving the family a lot of money, by tending Tista's condition 
on his own. 


traitorAIZEN 76 I 698 



'No one gives a damn about me wasting my time and sweat doing ail the farm work! 
Gods, why did you let him live? Why didn 'tyou give me any talent?' 

Oblivious of his brother's feelings, Lith was not coping much better. His magic power 
and comprehension of mana kept growing, but it could not erase the perpetual taste 
of failure that accompanied him. 

In the following year, he could not feel any joy regarding magic, every discovery was 
useless, all of his power meaningless. 

And so, he was finally four years old. The period between four and six years in Lutia 
was called "the golden age". Children that age were big enough to have some 
freedom and too little to be of any help in the daily activities. 

They would be allowed to play all day without a care in the world. It was the perfect 
time to make friends and grow closer to one's own neighbors and deepen the ties 
between the families. 

On the day of his fourth birthday, after Lith finished his chores, Rena introduced him 
to all their neighbors before returning home. 

He was supposed to socialize and play, but Lith had other plans. There was no 
amount of failures or grieve that could make him forget for long the hunger that 
consumed him ever since he was barely five months old. 

Raaz's farm was on the western edge of Lutia's farmlands, a little less than a 
kilometer [0.62 miles} of distance from the great woods known as Trawn. 

Despite its pretentious name, it wasn't a particularly dangerous place. The people 
who lived in the nearby villages depended on the forest as their primary source of 
timber for their everyday life. 

Trawn was also abundant in wildlife, so those bold and lucky enough would go 
hunting all year round, searching for precious meat, warm fur, or both. 

It was impossible to meet monsters in the forest unless one went several kilometers 
deep. Since there was no need for exploring the woods in detail, the inner areas were 
still uncharted territory. 

There was a reason Lith had never practiced martial arts in the new world, not even 
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the footwork. The constant practice of magic required a lot of energy, and his 
household lacked the necessary resources for his training. 

Lith was already skinnier than all of his siblings, any more exertion and he would 
turn into a pile of bones. He needed food. 

But being a city boy, he knew nothing about butchering. He needed a teacher and 
that was why he was headed for the house of Selia Fastarrow, the only hunter among 
their neighbors. 

'The problem is that I have no idea how to get her to help me. I'm still too little for an 
apprenticeship, and even if I wasn't, it's unlikely she had not heard about Nana's offer. 

'She has nothing to gain helping me. I can only hope that she is a kind and benevolent 
woman.' He thought. 

Selia's house was a single-story wooden house, much smaller than Lith's, about sixty 
square meters large. There was no henhouse or barn. Except for the space in near 
proximity of the house, the fields were uncultivated, full of weeds, tall grass, and 
whatever the wind had planted over time. 

'She clearly has no interest informing and stockbreeding, and that's good news. That 
means her business is good enough. I wonder what's in the shed near the house. It's 
almost as big as the house itself He thought. 

Lith knocked, his innards were tied in a knot from the nervousness. The door opened 
almost immediately. 

"You again? Are you lost or something?" Selia was a woman in her mid-twenties, 1.7 
meters tall. Her skin was tanned from the years-long exposure to the sun. Her black 
hair was kept short with a haircut identical to Earth's military standards. 

She could have been considered very cute, but her small bosom coupled with her 
sharp eyes and rough attitude, made her manlier than most farmers. 

She wore a leather hunting jacket over a green shirt, green cargo pants, and brown 
hunting boots with a soft outer sole, to limit the noise made while moving. 

"Hi miss Fastarrow, 1 need a favor. Could you please teach me how to skin and gut 
animals?" 
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Selia raised an eyebrow. "Why?" 


"Because I am hungry." Not having any leverage on her, Lith had decided that truth 
was the best policy. "1 have been hungry long enough to forget how being full feels. 1 
know 1 can hunt, but 1 also know that without proper handling, meat goes bad and is 
inedible." 

"No, you got me wrong. 1 mean why should 1 help you? What's in for me?" Now she 
was knitting her eyebrows. 

"What do you want?" Lith asked while bottling up the urge to kill her slowly and 
painfully He was hungry enough to see her as a quarry. 

"Honestly, 1 don't believe a runt that barely reaches my belt can hunt anything, not 
even a rat. And since teaching is a waste of time, it demands compensation." 

She scratched her chin searching for a deal bad enough to drive the pest away. She 
had never wanted a child of her own, let alone being forced to deal with someone 
else's. 

"If you want to learn from me, first you must bring here some game. If you mess up 
while playing butcher, you^^h ruin my merchandise, wasting both my goods and 
time. So here is my deal: whatever you bring me. I'll teach you how to skin and gut it. 
But half of it is mine for the trouble. Take it or leave it." 

'So much for the kind and benevolent woman. That's daylight robbery.' Lith thought. 
"I'll take it. How long will you stay home?" He replied. 

"I'll be here all day. 1 have a lot of work to do. Why?" 

"Because when 1 get back with my prey. I'll need your help. Don't forget our deal." 

Lith turned around, moving toward the woods. Seeing the little runt act all tough 
despite not having a bow, traps, or even just a bag for the game, Selia could not help 
but laugh out loud. 

At least until the door slammed on her face, sending her butt first onto the floor. 
After getting up, she went to the nearest window. 
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Lith was still in the same spot, but his face was turned toward her door. His eyes 
glowed brightly in the dim light of the dawn. 

After getting at the edge of the woods, he activated the light spell Life Vision. It was 
one of the many he had created after a year of practice. By infusing his eyes with 
light magic, Lith was able to see living beings as colored, while the rest of the world 
was turned into shades of grey. 

The stronger the lifeforce, the bigger and brighter the light they emitted. This way, he 
could easily spot animals, even if they were hiding underground, in bushes, or inside 
a tree. 

Lith didn't need to hunt something big. As long as it was meat it was the perfect prey. 

Most of the animals would run away as soon he came too close, but not all of them. 
Birds and squirrels perched on tree branches felt safe. Unluckily for them, Lith's 
spirit magic had reached a range of over twenty meters [21.9 yards}. 

They were all within his reach. 

He only needed to extend his open hand towards the quarry, then squeeze and turn 
his hand to break their necks. In less than twenty minutes he had killed two odd 
feathered birds and two squirrels. 

'/ could catch more, but I want to pay that harpy as little as possible.' Lith thought. 

While returning to the huntress' house, his greed was fiercely debating with his rage. 

'Dammit! I wish I could just ask my father. Our farm has a henhouse, we eat chicken, so 
he must know how to butcher it. But if I do that, then I will be forced to share MY 
quarry in equal parts. 

'And if there is something that I hate more than being robbed by that harpy is the idea 
ofOrpal and Than having the same amount of meat as me. Or worse, being older they 
could receive even more. 

'/ hunted this game! This meat is mine, MINE! They will only be allowed to eat my 
scraps when and if I want so!' 

When Lith arrived at Selia's door he had calmed down and managed to hide his rage 
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behind his business face. He took a few deep breaths before knocking again. 

When Selia saw him, she was about to mock him and call him a quitter for giving up 
in less than an hour. But then Lith showed her his game, making her whole "Never 
underestimate how hard a hunter's job is" speech die in her throat. 
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CHAPTER 9 

LEARNING A TRADE, AGAIN (2) 


"How did you do that?" Selia asked, still recovering from the surprise. 

"Magic. 1 am blessed by the light. Didn't you hear the news?" Lith said. 

Selia started rummaging her brain until the kid's answer made sense. 

"Oh! 1 get it now. You are the magic kid that's on everybody's mouth in Lutia. That 
explains a lot, including your shitty attitude." 

"Excuse me? You found a scrawny kid on your door asking for help. Then, you forced 
him into accepting a rip-off deal, even laughing at his efforts, and 1 am the one with a 
shitty attitude?" Lith was now so angry that even the idea of sharing his prey didn't 
seem so bad anymore. 

Selia laughed out loud. 

"Kid, you really are funny in the head. First, when you go asking a complete stranger 
for help, the best you can hope for is to be sent away with a polite kick in the butt. 

"If 1 had to comply with every madman's request, 1 would be broke in a jiffy. Second, 
you had the guts to slam the door in my face and then come back like nothing 
happened. That's a shitty attitude." 

Watching at things from to her point of view, Lith could only agree. During the last 
four years he had been a recluse. He had only interacted with his family members. He 
had got too used to get a yes as an answer, forgetting the basic social rules and even 
common sense. 

His hunger didn't help either. It made him single-minded and prone to anger. Lith 
realized that Selia was right, and what he had done that morning was just a temper 
tantrum. 

"Tm really sorry." He said earnestly, looking her in the eyes. "1 have no excuses for my 
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behavior. I would understand if you wanted to call off our deal." 


Selia started laughing even harder. 

"Hold your horses, kid. 1 said that you are crazy and rude, but 1 like that. As you so 
kindly pointed out. I'm a bit of jerk myself. Dog doesn't eat dog, our deal is still valid." 

She handed him a small knife with a wooden handle. 

"Rule number one, bleed out the game as soon as possible. If the blood starts 
clotting, the meat is ruined. Make a deep incision in the neck and then hang them 
upside down, to make the blood drain out." She pointed him to a clothesline. 

"If you don't need the fur, just cut off the head. It makes things faster." 

Lith put down the knife and conjured enough water to coat his whole hand. Then, he 
froze it and turned it into a razor-sharp blade, cutting off the birds' heads. He used 
the knife only for the squirrels. 

Selia whistled in approval. 

"Nice trick. You don't shy away from blood, don't you?" 

"As 1 have told you before, 1 am hungry. Too hungry to care about big round eyes or 
warm fur. 1 only see them as food." 

"That's the right attitude for a hunter!" Selia gave him thumbs up. 

She took the gutted game and hung them for him, thinking that the clothesline was 
too high for Lith to reach. Lith didn't feel the need to correct her. 

^^Since we are building a master-apprentice relationship and ah that cr*p, do 
mind you telling why did you come to me instead of asking your parents to teach 
you? 

"1 don't know your family, but this is something any farmer knows how to do. It 
would be too expensive to have someone else butcher your livestock." 

"Indeed." Lith said pondering how to answer. He looked her straight in the eyes 
before asking. 
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"Just between us, master-apprentice secret and all that cr*p?" 

Selia nodded, surprised to receive an actual answer instead of a cranky remark. 

"As far as 1 can remember, me and my brothers never had a good relationship. Things 
are pretty bad, especially with my older brother." 

Lith decided that he needed to take that load off his chest. Talking to a stranger was 
the best way to relieve his stress and ruin Orpal reputation. Honesty was indeed the 
best policy. 

"1 do not know if it's because of my magic, but 1 always ate a lot. That would not be a 
big deal if 1 hadn't four siblings, one of which has a congenital condition. Her 
treatment cost quite a lot, and that is barely enough to keep her alive." 

"Thank the Gods Tm an only child. But what does that have to do with your older 
brother?" Lith pretended to not have heard her. 

"This means that despite my parents' hard work, we don't have much food on the 
table." Lith pointed at his thin arm, to make her feel guilty. "And my brother is a 
growing boy too, so he would like to eat much more chow than he actually gets. 

"From time to time, especially during winter, he has fits of rage, where he would 
accuse me of everything that goes wrong with his life. He often said things like: 

"Why the heck did you have so many children if you cannot properly feed them? Why 
does Lith receive almost as much food as me? He does nothing while 1 work my ass 
in the fields all year round! 

"He is not my brother, he is a Leech that is sucking my life away! 1 wish you died that 
cursed day!" Lith did his best Orpal impression. 

"Are you making this up to make me feel guilty, kid? Because that's sick." Selia was 
knitting her eyebrows, doubting that someone could say such things to his little 
brother. 

Lith shook his head, sighing. 

"1 wish." 
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"Did your father give him a good beating? Maybe that could help him come to his 
senses." 

Lith shook his head again. 

"No. This started when 1 was very little, and even after talking proved to be useless 
and my father resorted to spanking, it only made things worse. To the point that I'm 
forced to sleep in my sisters' room." 

"Too soon." Selia bit her lips, to avoid making a sex joke. 

"Too soon for what?" 

"Nothing. Please continue." 

"That was until a year ago. Once 1 started practicing magic, 1 soon became skilled 
enough to do almost all the house chores by myself. Sometimes 1 help with the 
livestock too. 

"1 even managed to keep my sister's condition under control." Lith took a deep 
breath before finding the strength to add "Most of the time." 

"Then everything should be good now, right?" 

"Wrong. The house needs repairs, and so does the barn and most of the farm tools. If 
you take into account all the random sh*t that happens from time to time and takes 
priority, 1 don't see our situation getting any better soon. Neither does my brother. 

"Now he can't put the blame on me anymore, so the last time he took it out on my ill 
sister, saying things that 1 refuse to repeat out loud." Lith spat on the ground to get 
rid of the dirty taste the memory gave him. 

"To the point of saying that it would be better for her to..." Lith pointed at the hung 
game. 

"To put her down like an animal? Kid, we may be jerks, but your brother is a lunatic." 
Lith gritted his teeth, remembering Orpal's exact words. 

"It would be much better for her, for all of us! She can't run, she can't work. Tista will 
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never be able to make friends, fall in love, or have children of her own. 


"She is bound to be a burden for her family. And what will happen when you guys are 
no more? Who will take care of her? Rena? Or maybe the little Leech wonder?" 

Lith could still vividly remember his mother crying from those cruel words. Rena 
and Tista running into her arms. Raaz beating Orpal so hard that he could not walk 
for days. 

"Indeed." He replied to Selia with a growl. "And that's why 1 despise him and don't 
want him to touch a single bite of MY game." 

"1 get it. 1 don't even know him and 1 already hate that guy's guts too." 

"No, 1 don't hate him." Lith corrected her "Hate, just like love, is an irrational feeling, 
while my contempt for him has sound foundations." 

"Wow! Such a profound notion for someone so young. Worthy of a hunter! 

"Now enough chit chat, it's time to get to work." 

Selia took down the squirrels, passing one to Lith. 

"We will start with the little critters. They are smaller and better for practice. Even if 
you mess up, it's no big deal, there is not much meat in here." 

She placed a squirrel on a cutting board and prepared another for Lith. 

"What 1 am going to teach you stands for most rodents, but just in case, if you ever 
find a rabbit that still has a snow-white fur, bring it to me. It's valuable only until it 
starts turning brown for the spring. Even a tiny mistake can ruin the fur and lower 
its value." 

"If you want me to teach you properly, let's do things my way. Use the knife, do as 1 
do and follow my instructions." Selia handed him the short knife again. 

Lith nodded in approval. 

"On the squirrel's back pinch its hide and cut it near the base of the neck so to 
expose at least half of it. Now use your index finger and middle finger on both hands 
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to create an opening after you have made the cut. Use your fingers to hook up under 
the skin and pull one hand towards the rear and the other hand towards its head..." 

During the process, Lith noticed that besides being disgusting, skinning a squirrel 
was like taking off a sticky wet glove. 

After that, Selia showed him how to remove the head, the legs, and the tail. 

"1 know it's a bummer, but that bushy tail is no fur. It's all goddamn body hair. You 
can still use it to stuff things. It's still very warm and soft. Now comes the tricky part. 

"When you proceed to gut anything, be careful while making incisions. If you cut 
open the bladder or the intestines, the meat is ruined by bile or feces. There is no 
saving it. This stands for all the animals, so pay attention, kid." 

Gutting the squirrel was bloody and gruesome, but Lith could already smell the meat 
at the end of the tunnel, so he barely felt any discomfort. 

When they finished, Selia put both squirrels on a skewer to roast them in her 
fireplace. 

"While we wait for our morning snack. I'll show you how to scald a bird for the 
plucking. As the name implies, water must not be too hot nor cold. 

"Just enough for you to immerse a finger without getting a burn, but unable to hold 
the finger in for more than a second without burning yourself. That's proper scalding 
temperature." 

Selia took a big cauldron, positioning it over a campfire she had always ready on the 
back other house. 

"It can be a messy job, so it's better to do it outside whenever is possible." 

The smell of the meat cooking inside the house was making Lith's mouth watery, he 
could not afford the risk of them burning. 

"Jorun!" At his command, the cauldron became immediately filled with water. 

Lith then stuck his hand in the water casting "Infiro!" and making it emit steam. 
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Selia whistled again in approval. 


"Fast and efficient. I'm starting to regret this master-apprentice stuff less and less. 1 
now understand why that old hag of Nerea called dibs on you. We should be ready to 
go, but first..." 

Selia went inside and returned with two little plates of roasted squirrel. 

Before she could even pass his plate to him, Lith had already snatched the food, 
wolfing it down like there was no tomorrow. He sucked and gnawed until only bones 
were left. 

After licking every single one of his fingers, he returned to his previous calm and 
composed demeanor. 

"Good gods, such a gentleman." Selia's voice was oozing sarcasm. "Would you like 
another serving? Because that seriously creeped me out and 1 know a thing or two 
about..." 

Her mockery fell on deaf ears. Lith's eyes could only see the second squirrel closing 
in. As soon as Selia pretended to offer him her share, his hands were already moving. 

After devouring the last squirrel, Lith noticed that Selia was frozen in place. 

Her mouth was open but no words were coming out of it, the plate still near his face. 

He gently put the bones back into the plate. 

"There was no need to hold the plate for me, but thanks. That was very kind of you." 
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CHAPTER 10 
CHANGES 


After resolving the morning snack incident, Selia prepared the working table for the 
remaining game. 

"The birds you caught are called blinkers because they get scared easily and are very 
quick to fly away. Usually, you need luck and skill to take them down from a distance. 
Whatever magic you performed, it made a clean kill. 

"Aside from the broken neck, both the feathers and the body are unscathed." 

Lith accepted the compliment and gave her a small bow. 

"It's just a matter of finesse in using air magic, nothing special." 

Selia's curiosity was far from being satisfied, but she decided not to pry further. 

"Scalding is easy and quick. You only need to throw the poultry in the cauldron for 
about 45 seconds. It's better to gently stir the water in the process, to clean the birds 
from dirt and external parasites. 

"It also helps loosening most of the feathers. Never scald too long, or the meat could 
start to boil. Not to mention the risk of rupturing the organs and ruining the meat." 

Lith took charge of the scalding process, waving his right hand to take control of the 
water in the cauldron. He stirred it and adjusted the force of the current according to 
Selia's directions. 

"Dammit, kid. You are really starting to make me regret to have never given a damn 
about magic." 

"You don't know how to use magic?" Lith was astonished. 

"No, and before today 1 was proud of it. 1 consider chore magic a simple parlor trick. 
Why waste my time learning how to do things with magic when 1 get faster and 
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better results by using my hands?" Selia shrugged. 


"Now get the blinkers out of the water, time to get serious." 

Beside the scalding and the plucking that replaced the skinning process, gutting 
poultry resulted really similar to his previous experience with the squirrel, except 
that he also had to remove to crop, the neck, and the oil gland. 

Once they finished, Lith's eyes enjoyed the results. He noticed that aside from the 
blinker's skin being a little more porous compared to a chicken's, it was just a roast 
away from what he would purchase back on Earth. 

"How do 1 cook it?" 

"Still hungry even after two squirrels?" 

"Yes, very." The previous meal was just an appetizer, he was far from satisfied. 

"Please, let's use the outdoor campfire. 1 need to get used to not using a fireplace." 

Selia slammed her hand on her forehead. 

"Right, right. 1 almost forgot about your family issues." 

After instructing him how to choose the right spot for a campfire, she showed him 
how to improvise a kebab with wood sticks. The final lesson was about how high to 
set the kebab to avoid burning the food and how to recognise when it was ready to 
be eaten. 

After memorizing everything, Lith imbued his eyes with fire magic, activating the 
Fire Vision spell, that granted him an improved version of thermal goggles. 

He then started to weave together fire and wind magic, keeping the heat around the 
blinker stable with no hot or cold spots, while using air currents to evenly cook every 
nook and cranny of the bird. 

Such fine control required for him to move both his hands and feet, to watch his meal 
from different angles and adjusting the mana flow. 

His movements were akin to a combination of martial arts katas. 
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Selia was about to mock him about how performing a victory dance for a single 
blinker was a little extreme, when the delicious smell reached her nose. 

The blinker was getting roasted with a speed visible to the naked eye. The skin 
turned into a crispy crust and released fat that was evenly spread over the meat. 

The smell was so good that, even though she had consumed her breakfast less than 
two hours ago, her stomach started to grumble. 

Lith removed the kebab from the fire with spirit magic and lowered the temperature 
of the roasted meat to avoid burning himself while eating. Then, he wolfed down the 
meat, ripping it apart with his bare hands. 

First the drumsticks, then the breast, and lastly the wings. 

It lacked salt, and the meat wasn't as tender as a roasted chicken since they had not 
let the meat undergo any maturation. Nonetheless, it was the best meal that Lith had 
ever had. 

"1 can't believe it. I'm not hungry anymore." Lith fell to his knees from the happiness. 
His eyes became watery, as if he was about to cry. 

But that moment passed quickly. 

'/ need more! I can't allow the hunger to cripple me again.' Lith thought while looking 
at the sun. 

There were still a couple of hours before noon. Time that he could spend hunting. 

"Master Selia, 1 need a favor. 1 need a place to hide my own game. At least those that 
I'm not willing to share." 

"Just call me Selia. Hunters do not waste time with honorifics, we are practical 
people." 

She waved her hand, dismissing the need for a title. 

"As for your request, 1 don't make favors, 1 cut deals. What about this: from tomorrow 
onwards, you will come here every day and clean my house. Maybe from time to 
time, you could cook something for me with that silly dance of yours. 
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"In exchange, I will keep your personal meat safe and sound. Plus, whenever I make 
you cook for me, we will share the meal evenly. Deal?" Selia offered him her hand. 

It was still a rip-off deal, but it was his only option. 

"Deal. I have only one rule. I don't do laundry." 

After a few days, Lith's house resounded with much more laughter and joy than 
usual. Him bringing game home had risen some questions, but nothing he couldn't 
explain easily. 

The food helped everyone to relax and to forget about past grievances. Even Lith and 
Orpal started to smooth over their relationship, limiting the glares and insults to a 
couple per day. 

But more importantly, Lith could finally start practicing martial arts again. His 
routine was very simple. He would hunt in the morning, practice magic in the 
afternoon, and martial arts at night. 

Thanks to the Invigoration breathing technique, Lith was now able to stay up for 
almost a week before being forced to rest. 

He would sneak out of the house as soon as his Life Vision spell confirmed that 
everyone was asleep. 

Once outside, he would create mud dummies with earth magic to both practice 
martial techniques and temper his body. His first priority was footwork. 

Maybe it was because he was only four years old, or maybe it was the lack of activity 
due to his previous constant hunger, but his body was embarrassingly clumsy. 

Whenever someone threw anything at him, even a chestnut from a meter [3 feet} 
away, he would either miss it entirely or dunk it on the floor. 

Lith knew that despite his spellcasting was very quick, especially spirit magic, it was 
not instant. He could not afford to become a sitting duck as soon as someone closed 
in too much. 

Magic made him powerful, but not omnipotent. What good could possibly do to him 
being able to topple mountains only to get killed by a random thug who had 
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managed to sneak up on him? 


Even back on Earth Lith had always thought that considering mind and body as 
separate entities was dumb. Exercise had always allowed him to relieve his stress 
and relax his mind. 

Exactly like studying always allowed him to perform at his best, be it at work or 
martial arts. 

Brute strength was just violence, whereas pure intellect was just ideas with no 
substance. Only when mind and body were trained together the body could perform 
as the mind required. 

About a week after Lith had begun training, something happened. 

He was alone at night, practicing footwork by moving around the dummies when he 
felt that something was wrong. 

Pain burst from his mana core and quickly spread to his whole body, accompanied by 
head-spinning nausea like he had never experienced before. 

'What's happening to me?' He thought. 'This can't be a bottleneck. The last one 
resolved just yesterday and no bottleneck ever felt like this.' 

Soon he started gasping for air. He became incapable to stand up anymore and 
writhed in pain. 

'/ can't die! I don't want to die again. Not after enduring so much. I refuse to become 
some slave in a distant gala^ or an old man waiting for death. I had enough! I refuse 
to die!' 

He used all his willpower to convert every iota of his mana into light magic, fighting 
the affliction that was tormenting him but to no avail. 

The pain got worse and worse, until his power became incapable of keeping up. 

When Lith surrendered, the burning sensation was finally free to rise all the way up 
to his throat. 

Lith started to puke lumps of a black, sticky substance that looked like tar but 
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smelled like something had died and rotted for weeks under the summer heat. 


They were the size of a nut, but the strain he felt was akin to have barfed two 
elephants walking side by side. 

The stench was so bad that even in his incapacitated state Lith found the strength to 
summon some darkness magic to destroy them without leaving traces. 

Lith spent the next minutes spitting, drinking, and even eating grass to get rid of the 
revolting taste in his mouth. 

When everything returned normal, Lith was too exhausted to practice, so he had to 
use Invigoration to return his body to its peak condition. 

As soon as Lith started executing the breathing technique, he discovered that he was 
now able to sense his mana core with much greater clarity. 

While absorbing the world energy with Invigoration, he could feel and manipulate 
the mana flowing through his blood vessels and his organs to the point of visualizing 
even the residual magic in his body hair. 

Despite his eyes being closed shut, Lith could see inside his own body as he was 
observing a state-of-the-art full body 3D scan. 

Even though he felt still dizzy, he tried to perform the footwork exercise again. Lith's 
movements were still far from perfect, but he no longer felt like having two left feet. 

'It's an amazing improvement considering that until a minute ago my goal was to stop 
tripping on my own feet. I wonder... ' 

Lith extended forward his opened right hand, applying spirit magic to the head of the 
dummies. 

'Just an hour ago, if I tried to attack this many targets at once, the best I could do was 
to squeeze them a little. What about now?' 

He clenched his fist, faster and harder than ever before. 

The dummies' heads popped like balloons. 
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CHAPTER 11 
ENCOUNTERS 


During the following days, Lith made several discoveries about the changes he had 
undergone. His body felt lighter than ever and all of his physical abilities were 
enhanced. Even his five senses had become sharper. 

There had also been cosmetic changes in his appearance. The moles on his body had 
visibly shrunk, his skin was smoother than after a Spa treatment back on Earth, and 
most of the freckles around his nose and eyes had disappeared. 

Lith took note of all those changes, trying to understand what had happened, but he 
could not care less about beautifying effects. Even with no moles and freckles at all, 
he would still look like a crude hillbilly. 

If his mother had passed anything to him, he was unable to notice. Unlike his sisters, 
Lith had nothing other beauty or grace. Elina moved like a ballerina, while he was 
rough and clumsy enough to feel like a caveman. 

Lith had deep-set eyes like his father, a high forehead and a nose a little too big to be 
proportionate to his visage. 

He wasn't ugly but not even cute. The best he could give himself was a solid six out of 
ten. Lith's only hope for improvement was the teenage growth spurt, to get rid of his 
thin and scrawny build. 

Figuring out the changes in the mana core required even more time. Lith understood 
that his mana had undergone a qualitative change, becoming purer and denser. 

It allowed him to cast stronger spells and reduced the time he needed to manipulate 
elemental and spirit magic. It made it possible for him to achieve a faster casting 
speed. 

Through Invigoration, he could now spot the presence of the tar-like material 
scattered all around his body. He found it in his organs, his blood vessels, and even in 
his neural pathway. 
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Whenever he used the Accumulation technique, he could feel the smaller tar-like 
particles being pulled toward the mana core, whereas the bigger ones would 
fragment over time and shrink in size before actually moving. 

Confident in his new strength, Lith started getting deeper in the woods and hunting 
for bigger prey. He was no longer afraid of predators. Instead of avoiding them, he 
started looking out for them. 

Lith wanted his family to have enough fur to make a set of warm clothes for 
everyone. He was sick of being forced to wear so many layers of clothes during 
winter that he was unable to walk properly. 

Every time he went out of his house, he was forced to swing at every step like a 
penguin. 

The problem was that Lith still moved through the forest making a lot of noise, 
exuding enough killing intent to scare away anything that wasn't stupid or desperate 
enough to stand in his way. 

It was only thanks to the Life Vision spell combined with spirit magic that he was 
still capable of hunting. The spirit magic range had expanded to over 30 meters [32.8 
yards} range, so he could easily kill any animal that tried to escape by climbing trees 
or by taking flight. 

When Lith wasn't able to catch anything, he would shoot down any bird that made 
the mistake of flying within his scope. 

One day, Lith was exploring a new area of the Trawn woods, hoping to find a fur- 
wearing meal and kill two birds with one stone. 

While looking at a small mound, his Life vision spotted three life forces hiding a few 
meters underground. They were not strong enough to be predators, but they were 
big enough to be a perfect meal. 

"If those are rodents or other smart animals, there could be more than one exit. 1 
have no time to waste. I'll force them out!" 

After getting on the highest spot of the mound, he used earth magic while always 
keeping both eyes on the prize. 
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"Magna!" The ground around him started to shake, making the burrow and the small 
tunnels collapse. The creatures started to panic and took the most direct route to 
escape from their burrow. 

Lith started to run, following their movements from above while remaining as close 
as possible to not let them get out of spirit magic's range. 

Three big fat rabbits came out from a well-hidden hole near a bush. Two of them 
were still wearing snow-white fur. 

"Lucky!" Lith screamed while snapping his fingers, forcing the rabbits' neck to a 180° 
turn. 

"I'll keep the brown-furred one for myself, while I'll trade the other two pelts with 
Selia for some fur of lesser quality but much more quantity. Today is really my lucky 
day." 

Lith was so used to being alone in the woods that he would always think out loud to 
break his feeling of isolation. He hung the rabbits to his belt by the ears and walked 
toward Selia's house. 

After a few steps, Lith heard an odd sound closing in. He had never heard it before, 
so he started looking around for its source. Soon he could see two horses in the 
distance, galloping in his direction. 

'It seems I have been too loud. Fight or flight?' To answer his own question, he 
activated Life Vision again. The horses were just horses, while the men were far from 
impressive. 

The one taking point was barely as strong as Selia, while the one behind him was 
even weaker than Raaz, Lith's father. 

Lith forced himself to hide a cruel smile. 

'Well, well. My first encounter with complete strangers in this new world! Are they good 
people? I bet that humans are humans everywhere. This would mean that they are 
a**holes! I can't wait to find out!' 

Lith stood there, waiting for them to arrive. 
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The first man was clearly a servant. He was dressed in a hunter suit made of leather 
of low quality, with a crest on both his chest and shoulders. He was an unshaven 
middle-aged man, with pitch black short hair, mean and angry eyes sitting on a face 
that only a mother could love. 

The other one was dressed in a suit of much better quality, probably brand new. He 
wore the same crest on his chest, but it seemed to be made of silk and gold 
embroidered. 

He was a kid, maybe sixteen years old, with a handsome face and the build of a 
swimsuit model. The tight-fitting leather emphasized his muscular body moving in 
tune with his horse. 

Lith felt really pissed off, and he knew exactly why. 

'/ really hope he is as much of a jerk as he is handsome. Otherwise not only will I be 
forced to start believing in prince charming, but I will also die of envy.' He thought. 

"Hey, kid!" The servant had a rude tone of voice. "What was that noise from before?" 

Lith put on his best innocent expression, playing wolf in sheep clothes. 

"Good day, sir. It was just me hunting. I'm sorry if 1 scared you." Lith's voice sounded 
genuinely apologetic. He wanted to give them the benefit of the doubt. 

"Where did you get those?" He said ignoring Lith's apologies and pointing at the 
rabbits. 

"From a rabbit hole. They are my game." Lith smiled, keeping watch on both of them. 

"Give them to us, now. They will make a perfect muff for my mother." The handsome 
youth also had a beautiful voice. 

"If you really are sorry, you should offer us proper compensation. Even a commoner 
like you should know the basics of decency." He said with a mocking smile. 

Lith dropped the act like a live grenade. 

"Seriously? Robbing a kid in broad daylight? Don't you have any shame?" 
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"Kid!" The servant rebuked. "Do you know who are you talking to? He is the son of 
baron Rath, lord of these lands." 

Lith laughed out loud. 

"Please! Trawn woods has no owner, except maybe Count Lark. Stop spewing 
nonsense just to cover your sorry a*s. And besides, do YOU know who are you 
talking to? 1 am the supreme mage!" 

"See what happens when you waste your breath on commoners, Korth?" The young 
noble took up the short bow he carried on his back, nocking an arrow. "They are just 
too stupid, it's in the nature of things." 

He shot the arrow with a perfect aim towards Lith's heart. 

But Lith was far enough and had kept many spells at the ready on his fingertips. With 
a wave of his hand, a strong gust of wind hit the arrow on the side, making it spin out 
of control before harmlessly hitting the ground meters away from its intended 
target. 

Despite being flabbergasted, the young noble was able to keep his cool, nocking 
another arrow while ordering Korth to kill the kid. 

Lith raised his left hand, freezing Korth in place with spirit magic, while with the 
right he took control of the arrow. It slipped away from the youth's fingers and then 
stabbed him in the eye. 

The youth fell from his horse, screaming in pain 

"To think that 1 even bothered giving you guys a chance to get out of here alive." Lith 
sighed, shaking his head. 

"Wait! If you kill the young lord, you and whoever you love will die! Think about it." 
Korth said 

Lith laughed again. 

"Really? And how could they ever find out what happened here?" Lith moved his left 
thumb, and Korth noticed with horror that his right hand was moving against his 
will, unsheathing the hunting knife he carried at his belt. 
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"Wait, please! Have mercy! Don't do this, you are just a kid!" He begged. 


"So, when you want to kill, you kill. But when you lose, 1 am supposed to show 
mercy?" The spite in his voice was palpable. Lith lowered his ring finger, bringing the 
knife at Korth's throat. 

"Since you are just a servant. I'll give you a clean death." With a flicker of the little 
finger, Lith forced Korth to cut his own throat from ear to ear. 

Then he approached the young noble that was still writhing in pain, uncaring of 
what had just happened to his loyal servant. 

"As for you, you are the kind of guy 1 hate the most!" With one hand Lith kept him 
frozen at mid-air, while he used the other to punch him nonstop. 

"You got everything from life! Money, beauty, a bright future, and all you can do with 
such treasures is to screw those who are already struggling to survive?" 

Lith hated humans more than everything, even back on Earth the only thing keeping 
his rage in check was his responsibilities towards his family. 

In the new world, there were no cameras, no GPS, nothing. There was only power, 
and for once he was the one wielding it. 

"You know, 1 have a very ill sister." Lith said after venting his rage. 

"1 could never practice darkness magic on living beings because using it on animals 
is just plain cruel. You, on the other hand, are just a monster with the face of a man. 
You will make a perfect specimen for my research." 

The Trawn woods resounded with screams for hours before death could come to 
claim her prize. 
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CHAPTER 12 
ENCOUNTERS (2) 


As Lith was approaching Selia's house, he felt a deep sense of shame tormenting him. 

'It's a shame to waste so much good equipment and horse meat, but I have no plausible 
excuse for it. Our farm could really use a couple of horses, but what if someone 
recognized them? 

'Too much risk for too little reward. Destroying everything was the right thing to do.' 

Once he had finished with his experiments, Lith used darkness magic to erase any 
proof of what happened and turn everything into dust. 

Selia was so excited to get her hands on two snow-white rabbits that she let slip her 
dire need for their pelt to fill the order of a very generous client. 

Respecting his master's teachings, Lith exploited the situation. 

"Hunters don't do favors, they cut deals." He quoted. 

In exchange for the snow-white rabbits, Lith managed to get a full set of warm 
clothes of lower quality and Selia would personally tan the remaining pelt for free. 

That and the three rabbits ready for the cooking earned him great praise from his 
family, except Orpal. Over time he had started taking for granted all the food that Lith 
brought home for granted, so his hatred and envy had returned stronger than ever. 

'That little Leech! Hunting with magic is easy, any idiot could do it. Everything he does 
is a slap in my face. I never get the respect that I deserve as the firstborn and it's all his 
fault! 

'First, he flaunts his luck at hunting, then he plays martyr by asking mother and father 
to give the first set of fur clothes to that piece of trash Tista. What can Tista possibly do 
with them? Get ill with style? No, Lith did it on purpose. 
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'He knows that my stupid parents still resent me for telling the truth about that cripple. 
Lith only did it to make me lose face compared to him.' 

The truth was quite different from Orpal's self-centered interpretation. 

Lith really loved his mother Elina, big sister Rena, and ill sister Tista. However Orpal 
was never on his mind. He healed anyone in the family without being asked to, 
except for Orpal. 

Lith didn't do it out of spite or anger, but simply because Orpal's existence was 
irrelevant in his eyes. 

Lith didn't care less if Orpal lived or died. He wouldn't do anything to harm him, but 
wouldn't help him either. As far as Lith was concerned, they were complete strangers 
living in the same home. 

Lith wanted Tista to be the first to benefit from his luck in the hopes that the warm 
clothes would allow her to spend more time with him and Rena during winter and 
maybe even get to play in the snow. 

In Lith's eyes, the image of Carl would often overlap with Tista's face. He loved them 
deeply, and they were both victims of a cruel fate. 

Lith wasn't willing to let anyone or anything, not even a congenital condition, take 
his loved ones away from him. 

He suffered at the thought of how little of life she could enjoy. To give Tista the 
opportunity to experience speed and the feeling of the wind on her face, Lith built 
for a swing her with the help of their father, Raaz. 

It was nothing special, just a wooden plank attached to four tight ropes hanging from 
a reversed U-shaped wooden framework with triangular standings. Yet the result 
was awe-inspiring for his family. 

Swings seemed to be unknown in the new world, or at least they were in the Lustria 
County. 

Raaz looked at the result of their work in admiration. 

"It's amazing. Why the three wooden beams instead of just one?" 
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"Safety reasons." Lith explained while using earth magic to make the last 10 
centimeters [3.9 inches} of the beams sink underground, making it impossible for 
the swing to be toppled by bad weather or extra vigorous movement. 

"That way both ends are like a chair. Multiple legs means that the weight is equally 
distributed among them, significantly reducing the stress on each beam." 

"Of course! Now that you explained it, it's so simple. By the way, what do we call this 
thing?" 

Lith was at loss for words, he had no idea what the word for the swinging movement 
was and he couldn't ask that now. 

"Err... It's a rocking chair." 

'Dammit, why do I always screw up with the little details? That's not a rocking chair, 
but it's the closest thing I could think of with my current vocabulary.' He thought. 

Tista fell in love with his present, and the rocking chair soon became a popular 
pastime for the family. It got to the point that Raaz had to build a couple more to 
avoid constant quarreling. 

Also, after his experiments with dark magic, Lith spent the following months trying 
to apply both Life Vision and Invigoration while treating Tista's symptoms. 

'If I can manage to achieve the same imaging quality for Tista's body that Invigoration 
grants me for my own body, I can better understand the underlying cause of her 
condition. That would mean having a much better chance of finding a cure!' He 
thought. 

In the blink of an eye, it was almost winter again, Lith's fifth birthday was 
approaching. 

Lith was determined to capitalize on every single day before the great cold arrived to 
catch as much game he could to fill the house's storeroom to the brim. 

He had no idea how cold the incoming winter would be, and even if he was probably 
strong enough to survive a storm, he doubted that his parents would allow him to 
test his theory. 
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During the last year, Lith had explored more and more of the Trawn woods, learning 
how to move without alarming the animals. He had also discovered new uses for 
darkness magic. 

His newest spell. Shroud, allowed him to hide his body smell and aura by enveloping 
Lith in a thin layer of dark energy, making it impossible for most animals to notice 
him, either by nose or instinct. 

But it wasn't an easy task. Even a small misstep would turn Shroud into a full-blown 
killing intent, making the whole woods aware of his presence. 

That day Lith was raiding a new area deep in the Trawn woods. He wanted to 
investigate an odd feeling that had tormented him for days. 

In certain areas of the woods, Lith could hear an annoying buzzing sound, and until 
that day he had always ignored it. At first, Lith had thought that it was the call of 
some weird, unknown animal, but during the last few days, the noise had gotten 
stronger. 

'Damn, whatever this is, it reminds me of my desktop's Uninterruptible Power Supply 
unit whenever there was a black out. It's ear piercing.' He thought. 

Lith could not help but to imagine it as a desperate cry for help. He didn't understand 
how he got that idea, but his gut was telling him that it was something important. 

Ever since Lith had learned martial arts back on Earth, he had always followed his 
gut feeling when he had nothing to lose, and this was definitely the case. 

The closer he got, the louder the noise became. Lith knew he was on the right path. 

He was running at full speed when he heard a bone-chilling howl. Lith immediately 
used two of his life-saving spells. Shroud to conceal himself, and the air spell Light 
Feet to float a few centimeters above the ground, making his movements noiseless. 

Both required a lot of concentration, but it was better to spend some mana rather 
than stupidly endangering himself. He remained calm and focused while he searched 
for the source of all that noise. 

'Holy sh*t! That's a Ry!' Lith thought after quickly hiding behind a huge tree. 
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A Ry was a magical wolf beast, the apex predator of the Trawn woods. Magical beasts 
were more common and weaker than monsters, but they could still easily take apart 
a fully armed soldier. 

Not many animals could turn into a magical beast. They needed to have a great talent 
for magic and enough time to feed off the world energy. 

Once an animal became a magical beast, it could use its mana to boost its physical 
prowess and even develop spells that employed elements they were attuned with. 

The Ry was almost as big as a horse, with thick fire colored fur. 

Lith couldn't understand why a Ry would come so close to a human settling. Rys 
were intelligent beasts that avoided unnecessary trouble. If humans avoided 
disturbing them, they would return the favor. 

Lith felt pity for its prey. After making sure he was downwind of the Ry, he canceled 
both spells to save precious mana while he got a better understanding of the 
situation. 

The Ry kept howling and growling as if it was in pain. Lith noticed that every time 
the Ry's snout got close to the ground, the buzzing sound would become high 
pitched and the magical wolf would whine in pain. 

Now more curious than afraid, Lith activated Life Vision to estimate the Ry's power. 
What he saw made him gasp loudly. 

The Ry was unbelievably strong, with a mana flow almost on par with Lith's. But the 
real reason for amazement was a second mana flow, that belonged to the source of 
the buzzing sound. 

It was a little stone, smaller than a thimble. 

'What the heck? That pebble is alive? That explains everything! The noise it's emitting 
must have lured here the Ry here, just like it did for me. Taking into account its 
reactions, the noise is much more annoying for the Ry than for me. 

'I've never heard of rocks with mana flow, that thing must be a magical item. I cannot 
let that brute destroy it.' Lith thought. 
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Throwing caution to the wind, Lith decided to take action and save the magic stone. 


'My lifeforce is inferior to the Ry's, but if I can avoid letting it get close, I know I can 
win. His mana flow is inferior to mine, and from whatSelia told me, magic beasts have 
no offensive spells.' 

First Lith activated Shroud again, then he started weaving his strongest spell. 

"Plague Arrow!" A bolt of dark energy flew from his joined hands, hitting the Ry from 
its blind spot while it was trying to crack the noisy stone with its teeth again. 

The screeching sound and the spell both hit at the same time, making the magical 
beast almost lose its footing. 

Plague Arrow was a spell that injected a dense mass of darkness magic in its victim, 
disrupting both their mana flow and their life force. Lith had charged it as much as 
he could hoping to send the beast on the run. 

Before the Ry could turn around to search for its enemy, a stream of lightning bolts 
erupted from Lith's palms, hitting the magical beast with enough strength to knock it 
down. 

While increasing the distance between them, Lith canceled Shroud for Life Vision. 
Despite the sneak attacks, the Ry was still alive and strong. 

Lith focused his spirit magic, using both his hands to break its neck from a distance 
as he had already done countless times. 

The Ry wasn't stupid, as soon as it felt the ominous sensation on his neck, it 
contracted its muscles, reinforcing it with mana and making it harder than steel. 

'Damn! So much for my advantage. If only I could use fire magic you would be already 
roasted to death. Could you please go away? That thing is mine! Mine!' Lith thought. 

He conjured several ice javelins and threw them at the magical beast from multiple 
angles. 

The Ry easily dodged them all and retaliated with a powerful magical roar. 

Lith was only saved by the distance. It gave him the time to realize that a massive 
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wind blast was heading his way. He stepped back at the moment of the impact, using 
his own wind magic to dissipate the blast. 

His sleeves got turned into confetti, but aside from some flesh wounds, he was fine. 

'F*ck me sideways! Thanks a lot, Selia. Magical beasts do not have offensive spells, sure. 
It seems this Ry never got the memo.' 

The Ry charged at Lith, using its wind blasts to disrupt his rhythm. Lith did his best 
to keep the beast at bay, but the difference in physical prowess was overwhelming. It 
was only a matter of time before the Ry would hit him. 

'Okay if you can't win, just run. If even that fails, plan C: fight dirty!' He thought. 

Lith stopped running away, to try a last attack before throwing the towel. 

He conjured many ice javelins, but did not throw them, he left them floating in mid¬ 
air all around him. 

After a moment of hesitation, the Ry chose to ignore them and charged straight at 
that insolent pest. 

"That's a good boy! Eat this! Twin spell! Flash&Bang!" 

Lith's right hand produced a massive flash of light. For a moment, it was like a 
second sun had appeared. His left hand, instead, used wind magic to produce a noise 
comparable to an explosion. 

The Ry tumbled from pain, its eyes and ears bleeding, while Lith was unscathed. He 
had learned long ago that as long as they were infused with his mana, his own spells 
would do him no harm. 

He could cover himself in fire, ice, or lightning without getting a single scratch. 

When the Ry crashed against a tree, Lith finally used the javelins, throwing them 
with ah the force he had. Ah of them hit the target, but the thick magical fur 
prevented them from impaling the beast, piercing only through a few centimeters of 
flesh. 

Lith immediately checked his enemy with Life Vision, the results appalling. 
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The Ry was definitely wounded and weakened, but far from being dead. 


'Dammit! So much effort for so little damage. If it continues like this, I am the one who 
is most likely to run out of steam or luck. The Ry only needs one hit to kill me. It's not 
worth the risk.' 

Lith used spirit magic to recover the magic stone before running for his life. The 
stone was full of teeth marks, its sharp surface prickled Lith's skin. 

"So long, sucker!" Lith screamed at the still stunned magical beast. 

"See you again in a few years, let's see if you dare attack me again!" Small drops of 
blood touched the stone, and the noise stopped. 

The Ry was still trying to make head or tails of what had just happened. It only 
wanted the damn noise to stop hurting his ears when that fierce man-pup showed 
up. 

The Ry had tried to scare him away and to teach him a lesson, but it was the one 
getting schooled instead. 

'Bah, who cares.' The Ry thought. 

7 wanted to get rid of that stupid rock and one way or another I got the job done. That 
was one feisty pup, though. I pray that he shows more consideration towards his pack 
than he did for me. 

'Otherwise, once he grows up, he will be a scourge to his kin. Stupid humans and their 
greed bring only troubles. They are incapable even of taking care of their own.' 

The Ry, leader of all the packs in the Trawn woods, shrugged away the javelins before 
returning to its family. 
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CHAPTER 13 

NEW SOLUTIONS, NEW PROBLEMS 


Lith kept running until he was out of the woods. He turned his head from time to 
time, using his Life Vision to check if he was being followed. 

"There is no trace of the Ry, but better safe than sorry. I'm afraid 1 have pissed off 
that thing quite badly. It's better to give it some time to vent and search for easier 
prey." 

He was near Selia's house when he finally remembered the magical stone in his 
hand. Lith activated Life Vision, getting a good look up close. 

The first thing he noticed was that the rough edges on the stone had smoothed out, it 
did not prick his skin anymore. The surface was still rough, but now it looked like a 
stone marble. 

The buzzing sound had stopped for a while, and the magical stone's life force, despite 
still being at the same level, had changed significantly. 

Back when he saw it for the first time, its life force was like a candle about to burn 
out, whereas now it had become steady. 

Warning Selia about the magical beast took priority, so he hid the stone in a leather 
pouch he always carried around his neck before knocking at her door. 

Lith explained everything to her. He described in detail the size and power of the Ry, 
leaving her flabbergasted. Of course, he never mentioned the fight. 

Lith told her that he had fled as soon as their eyes met and that he had only gotten 
away thanks to his magic. He showed her his tattered sleeves as proof. 

"Good gods, kid." She still refused to call him by his name. "You are really lucky it 
took it easy on you. Had the Ry decided to give chase, we would not be having this 
conversation. Nonetheless, thanks for warning me first, instead of going straight to 
your parents." Selia ruffled his hair. 
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"How did you know I came here first?" 


"Because if you didn't, your parents would have probably locked you up in your 
house and one of them would have come here to warn me in your place." 

Lith froze up. He had just dodged a bullet much scarier than any Ry. 

"You are right. It's better not to tell them, otherwise my hunting days may be over 
forever." 

"Yeah. 1 suggest you take the rest of the morning off. Make up an excuse for those 
sleeves and go home." Selia walked over to the shed near her house where she kept 
her game maturating. 

"Take these as a thank you for the heads up." She handed him a rabbit and a blinker, 
ready to be cooked. 

"1 was about to go into the woods. 1 think 1 will follow my own advice, instead, and 
continue tanning the remaining pelts. I'll go hunting in the afternoon when it should 
be safer." 

Lith thanked her with a deep bow, he knew how precious meat was in Lutia, even for 
a huntress as good as Selia. Not to mention that she had just saved him from 
perpetual house arrests. 

He spent the rest of the morning trying to understand how to use the magic stone. It 
appeared to be feeding off Lith's mana. Not leeching it like a parasite, but more like 
nibbling at the mana that he naturally released. 

The stone would simply breathe in what Lith's body breathed out, nothing more. 

Lith tried injecting mana into it, but to no avail. Then he cast elemental spells while 
holding the stone, to check if their strength, cast speed, or area of effect were 
affected in any way. 

All of his experiments gave no results. The stone looked just like any other. 

"Stones do not have such a clear mana flow, and certainly they do not have any life 
force. Maybe this thing needs time to heal, to recharge, or something. The Ry messed 
it up quite badly, let's hope it's not broken. Unless it starts harming me. I'll keep it. 
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"Maybe it is some kind of treasure, or maybe I can find something about it in one of 
Nana's books. I just have to be patient." 

The last few days of autumn passed by uneventfully until winter arrived. 

Having reached five years of age, Lith revealed a little more of his magic talents, 
proving to be invaluable to his family. 

He would wake up first and warm up the whole house with magic, even the floors. At 
that point, the fireplace was lit only because it was cozy, and because grouping up 
around the fire, especially during the stormy winter evenings, was a family tradition. 

Even the cooking was entrusted to Lith. Elina would prepare the meal, and Lith 
would cook it faster and better than a ventilated oven, keeping the soup warm for 
everyone during the whole meal. 

He could not go hunting anymore because of the bad weather, his parents had been 
adamant about that. Lith could still go to Selia's house to perform the chores for her. 

During the last year, she had become so lazy that she had become dependant on Lith 
for keeping her house clean and her tools sterilized. 

This was a way for Lith to kill two birds with one stone. Now he had an excuse to go 
fetch his private stock of meat whenever he got hungry, and Selia had to pay him for 
the chores. 

Lith would do it for free, just to get out of the house, but his parents would not agree. 
So, Selia paid him a few copper coins to clean her house, and some more for Elina to 
do her laundry. 

Both Elina and Raaz would welcome any extra income, and doing the laundry for 
eight instead of seven wasn't much of an effort. Especially since Lith provided her 
with an endless supply of hot water. 

'Nice to meet you, I am Lith, boiler supreme.' He would inwardly grumble every time. 

In the first weeks of winter, Lith made a very important breakthrough. He finally 
understood how to use Invigoration's body imaging on others. 

He was now able to let his mana seep into another person's body, and slowly take 
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control of their mana flow. It allowed Lith to know everything about his subject's 
physical condition. 


The only way to achieve such a result was to keep physical contact, searching for 
pathways that the mana could use to invade the patient's body without harming 
them. 

Lith immediately used it on Tista, and his findings were appalling. 

Her body was full of the tar-like substance, that for the lack of a better term, he had 
dubbed impurities. And the cause of that was her lungs. 

Barely half of Tista's lungs were made up of healthy tissue. The rest appeared to Lith 
like a black-brown mass that actively produced impurities. Over time the impurities 
had spread throughout the healthy tissues other lungs and windpipe. 

At first, the clogging only made her cough, but it didn't take long for it to progress 
into pneumonia. 

After giving it some thought, Lith was sure he had found a fix better than everything 
he had done before, but it was very embarrassing. 

Even though his real age was that of a thirty-year-old man, he was still in a five year 
old body. He found it extremely uncomfortable to talk about certain matters, 
especially with the women of his family. 

After some deep breaths to calm down, he called Raaz and Elina to ask for their help 
and permission. 

He had to dumb down the procedure quite a lot to get them to understand. 

"1 cannot cure Tista, not yet. Yet 1 discovered a way that should make her feel much 
better. In the best-case scenario, she could even get rid of most other symptoms." 

"And in the worst-case scenario?" Raaz asked full of worries. 

"At worse, she will be the same. But 1 need you to trust me." 

Contrary to his expectations, they did not make any objections nor they asked any 
question. Their trust in Lith's mastery of magic was boundless, and in their eyes, he 
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was just a five-year-old, while Tista was barely seven. 


She had yet to mature in any way, for them it was like yesterday when they bathed 
together in the washtub. 

The first phase was the easiest. Lith would take control of Tista's mana flow and 
overload her body with his mana. Then, he would force the impurities to move away 
from her inner organs and toward the skin. 

She would just feel hot the whole time, as if she had a mild fever. 

Once most of the impurities were about to surface, Lith demanded to be blindfolded 
and that either Elina or Rena witnessed the process. 

Tista was just a kid, and Lith feared that over time suspicions might arise. During 
Earth's middle ages, incestuous relationships were disgustingly common, and he 
rejected even the idea of being thought of as a pervert. 

The second and last phase required Tista to be soaking in the washtub, that had 
previously been filled by Lith with hot water and soap. 

He clearly remembered the stench the impurities gave off, and during winter 
ventilating the house was difficult, especially in Tista's condition. 

Cold was her worst enemy. 

Then, he could finally extract the impurities by using water magic. He created and 
manipulated flows that massaged Tista's body all over. Lith would destroy the 
impurities as soon as possible with dark magic, preventing them from releasing their 
smell. 

It was a difficult process that required using water and darkness magic, all while 
keeping Invigoration active. After the treatment, he would also use water magic to 
remove all the water still on her body, and then mix fire and wind magic to create a 
makeshift hairdryer. 

When it was finally over, Tista looked like she was just back from a spa, whereas Lith 
looked like he had just got back from mining. He was drenched in sweat and out of 
breath. 
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"How do you feel?" 


Tista took several deep breaths. 

"1 never felt so good! Like, ever! Also, 1 always dreamed of having a winter bath, 
instead of settle for warm water-soaked towels. Thanks, lil bro, you just made two of 
my wishes come true!" She tried to hug him, but he raised his arms in defense. 

"Please, no. I'm disgusting right now, do not ruin my hard work. 1 need a bath, some 
food, and two hours' rest. Minimum." 

Both his mother and big sister nodded. 

"Lith, dear, what was that thing with the water that you did?" Elina asked. 

"Do you mean the..." 

'Dammit, I can't tell her I was imitating a hydromassage, they do not have Latin here. 
Nor I can call it a Jacuzzi or something. Whatever, I'm too tired for more shenanigans.' 
He thought. 

"...water massage?" 

"Yes, that! It seemed so relaxing. Tista had fallen asleep many times during her 
treatment. It sure must be pleasant." Rena words were filled with expectation. 

"And that thing for drying her hair, could you do that again too?" Elina raised the 
ante, making their goal more and more obvious by the second. 

Lith was on the verge of collapsing, he had no time to spare with niceties. 

"Are you saying that you would like a hot water massage too?" 

More nodding followed as Rena and Elina their hands joined in a silent plea. 

"But-" Lith stuttered. "Both of you are..." 

He was trying to find a polite way to say "hot". Lith could still remember Elina's 
naked body when he was an infant, and she had aged very well. 
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Rena was now eleven. Maybe it was the countryside lifestyle, maybe it was related to 
the new world, but she had already begun her growth spurt, developing some 
curves. She was getting nice and soft in all the right places. 

Lith already had so many qualms about giving a water massage to his little sister, and 
Tista was as flat as a board. Only her long hair gave her away as a girl instead of a 
boy. 

"We are family. All of us have dreamed of being able to take a bath during winter 
without catching a cold or worse. You have no idea how smelly we become after 
working in the barn, surrounded by the smell of livestock and their dung. 

"Sometimes the stench is so bad that we can't even sleep at night. Couldn't you help 
us too?" Elina, his mother, was completely oblivious to Lith's worries and tried to 
play the guilt card. 

Lith gave up. 

"Fine. Just let me rest a bit, and then I'll help you. But you still need to blindfold me, 
and 1 demand a witness!" 

They both started laughing out loud. 

"Why do you worry so much? You are just a baby, not some thug." 

'1 would like to say that 1 am a gentleman, but 1 do not know the word for it. 1 could 
say that 1 am a man, but that would make them laugh even harder. Stupid five-year- 
old body.' He thought. 

"Decorum." It was the only word in his vocabulary he could resort to. 

"Damn, this is going to be a tricking long winter." 
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CHAPTER 14 
CONFLICTS 


As Lith predicted, his fifth winter was shaping to be quite interesting. 

Treating Tista's condition required two sessions per week minimum, each one 
lasting around four hours. He needed two hours for the treatment itself while the 
remaining time was necessary for him to bathe and recover his strength. 

Manipulating Tista's mana flow while simultaneously using fire, water and dark 
magic took its toll every time. The good news was that with so much practice, he was 
becoming accustomed to casting and maintaining active several spells at once. 

Every treatment was easier than the previous one and her symptoms were quickly 
improving. Tista was now able to help with the house chores and the livestock. 

She could even afford to take long walks outside, when the weather was good. 

The bad news was that Lith's relationship with his brothers was now uglier than it 
ever was before. Whenever Tista got better, someone would reproach Orpal for his 
past words, and if no one did, then Tista would. 

Orpal's fits of rage had really hurt her. His cruel words had shattered the image she 
always had other perfect family and other caring big brother. 

Tista had been humiliated and betrayed. She was not going to forgive him that easily. 

Soon after hot winter baths had become available, Raaz had also started to bathe 
often. 

Orpal and Trion were the only ones left out. Orpal because he could not stand the 
thought of having to ask for something from Lith, especially if he had to do it politely. 

'I'm the eldest brother, I'm not supposed to beg runts for favours. I'm supposed to give 
orders and be respected for it! That Leech has now turned even that cripple against 
me! 
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7 can't put Tista in her place, otherwise she will make me look like I'm the bad guy who 
picks on a sick little girl. Manipulative b*tch!' He thought. 


Trion was stuck between a rock and a hard place. He deeply loved Tista, but he also 
loved and respected Orpal. Trion was the only one by his side, so he did not have the 
heart to betray their bond. 

With everyone else smelling fresh and clean, their stench stuck out like a sore 
thumb. Even with all their family goodwill, disgusted grimaces were impossible to 
avoid from time to time. 

The first time Tista dubbed the duo as Orpoop and T-reek, she brought the house 
down with laughter. Orpal and Trion blamed Lith for their humiliation, but he just 
ignored them like he always did. 

Raaz had made Lith a pair of snowshoes, spending more and more time with him. 
Raaz had also started imparting him lessons about how to operate a farm and 
teaching him how to whittle. Lith was still very young, but knowing he was able to 
skin and gut his game, Raaz thought there was no risk for him handling a carving 
knife. 

Orpal and Trion viewed the situation differently, though. Until then, Lith had spent 
most of his time with the girls, letting Raaz spend all his free time with the boys. 

They felt wronged twice. Once because Lith was robbing them of their dad time, the 
second because Raaz had always refused to teach them whittling before they reached 
the age of eight. 

Things got even more unpleasant for Lith after midwinter. Every time he treated 
Tista, he would notice that something was off. Both his mother and oldest sister had 
an odd look in their eyes. 

Often, they would open their mouth, only to close them right away, giving him the 
silent treatment for hours. Lith couldn't figure out the reason for their behaviour, so 
his mind started spinning like crazy. 

'Do they believe me to be a pervert? Have I looked at them in an inappropriate way? 
Maybe they are starting to suspect something. Maybe they know I am from a different 
world!' He thought. 
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Lith's full blown paranoia wouldn't give him even a second of rest, preventing him 
from having a good night's rest. He also heard them sighing quite often. Something 
was definitely off. 


It took all the courage Lith could muster to face them and ask for the truth. 

The confrontation took place in the girl's room, where they were all gathered for 
Tista's treatment. 

"Lith, did you really not notice any changes?" Elina asked pouting. 

"Yes, 1 did. Tista is feeling much better now, right?" 

"Of course there's that. But don't you notice anything here?" She waved her hand, 
going from Tista's head to toes. 

"That's my sister." 

"And?" She prompted. 

"Her health is getting better, nothing is getting worse. Tista is still Tista." For the first 
time in all his three lives, Lith ha the opportunity to see with his own eyes a 
synchronized facepalm outside internet meme gifs. Rena was fuming. 

"Really? Don't you notice that her hair is soft and silky? That it never tangles nor she 
gets split ends?" Tista had light brown hair with shades of purple ah over them. Ever 
since the treatment began, the colour had become more vibrant. 

'Shades of purple, uh. This is really another world after all. I wonder why women have 
them and men do not.' Lith thought. 

"Now that you mention it, yes 1 do. But normally 1 don't care for hair, 1 keep mine 
short for a reason." Rena shook her head. 

"Don't you even notice that her skin has become smoother? With no imperfections? 
That she is growing taller and even more slender than her peers?" 

Lith kept scratching his head. He knew nothing about the average girl. Also, they 
were simply describing the side effects of removing impurities. 
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"Why is that a problem? Aren't those all good things?" This time even Tista joined 
the facepalm. 

"They are envious of those things, dummy! They just want you to do the same for 
them." 

Lith was flabbergasted by such trivial demands. "All those grimaces, the silent 
treatment, all of it for such a stupid reason?" 

"Lith, dear, being attractive for a girl is a pretty big deal. For your sisters, it could 
mean having the possibility of choosing between merely a wealthy man, or a good 
and wealthy man. It can affect their entire life and their happiness." 

That sounded right to Lith's ears. "How could 1 have not thought of that?" 

"While for your poor mother, it means that she can finally make all those pompous, 
high and mighty neighbours others, who keep bragging about having so much more 
money than me and flaunting all of their pricey beauty creams, kick themselves out 
of envy!" 

That sounded right to Lith's ears too. He accepted it with a sigh, and his life finally 
returned to normal. He had to spend at least three afternoons a week for all the 
treatments, but it was worth it. 

All that practice made his mana core grow steadily and fast, his control of mana and 
casting speed improved by leaps and bounds. 

Right before the end of winter, he was forced to take on a new customer. 

With the weather improving, the neighbouring families started meeting often. 
Sometimes for a visit, more often they would simply bump into each other while 
trading goods at the village. 

And that was driving Raaz crazy. 

"Lith, you have to help me!" His plea was desperate. 

"Your mother looks at least ten years younger, and 1 am starting to look more like her 
father instead other husband. People keep murmuring about how she was 
unfortunate to marry me, that she could have gotten so much better. Please do your 
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thing on me too!" 


Lith had heard the rumors. They were mean and petty. Such people deserved to be 
faced head on. He would not allow anyone to speak ill of his dad. 

"Fine, but only with some conditions, the same I'm asking from mom. One, secrecy. 
Nobody must ever know about it except for you and me. Think of all the bad people 
that could want to exploit me." 

Raaz nodded. 

"Second, you will never talk about it with Orpal or Trion, nor ask me to do it for 
them. 1 don't care if they fall in love or want to marry. They made it pretty clear what 
they feel towards me and Tista. 1 will not endanger my safety for them. Take it or 
leave it." 

Raaz wanted to object and remind Lith that they were family too. However, their 
behaviour had only gotten worse after being forced to spend so much time together 
during winter. Raaz had to scold them multiple times just to make them behave 
properly. 

'/ can only hope that when they grow up, my sons will be able to mend their 
relationship. I can'tforce them to get along.' Raaz thought. 

And so, he accepted. 

A few weeks later, Lith was headed to Selia's house for the usual cleaning, before 
going hunting. The dawn's light made the world around him look like it was out of a 
fairy tale. 

The thin layer of snow was immaculate, reflecting the orange light over the weeds 
and trees along the way. His surroundings were completely silent. The world was 
still and at peace. 

At the next clearing, Lith took the magic stone out of his pouch, observing it in the 
morning light. 

During the winter months, the magic stone had mended most of the teeth marks. 
Both its life force and mana flow had tremendously improved, but it was still useless 
as the day Lith found it. 
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"Just my luck." He sighed. "I risked my life facing that Ry for nothing. Let's hope 1 can 
find something in Nana's books, otherwise my only option is to find someone willing 
to buy it." 

Lith was really impatient to start his apprenticeship. 

It meant finally being able to study magic from books instead of being self-taught. 
Also, as an apprentice healer, he would get to practice magic and be paid for it. He 
would also gain the village's recognition and respect. 

So many birds with just one stone. 

After putting the magic stone back into the pouch, Lith arrived at his destination and 
opened the door. That day Selia was out of town selling her merchandise, so she had 
left the door open for him 

It didn't take him much time to clean everything and leave. 

As soon as he walked out of the house, he got hit in the head with a wooden stick. 

Lith's eyes went blurry, he felt someone pushing him back inside, making him fall to 
the ground with a kick to the stomach. 

"Look who's here, the little Leech!" Lith recognized that voice, he was one of Orpal's 
friends. 

Four boys quickly surrounded Lith, kicking him while he was still down, while a fifth 
closed the door after checking that no one noticed them. 

"You little arrogant piece of sh*t! Orpal told us all about you. How you humiliate him 
every day, how you even dared to steal his food!" 

"Yeah!" Another one yelled. "He is your big brother, it should be him getting the best 
part of the game, not you, little ungrateful runt!" 

"Less yelling and more kicking, Trant! Remember Orpal's words, if Leech gets the 
chance to use his magic, we are finished!" 

Despite how Lith curled up, desperately trying to shield his head and stomach, 
another kick grazed his face, making one of his baby-teeth fall out. 
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"I know what to do!" Trant moved forward gripping Lith's hands with enough 
strength to crush them. "Let's see how he does magic without hands!" 

By coming that close, Trant had forced his friends to stop kicking, and a moment was 
all that Lith needed. 

He released all the lightning he could muster, shocking Trant. 

Unfortunately, before he could do anything else, the wooden stick hit him in the head 
again, making him collapse. 

"You d*ckhead! How dare you hurt your seniors! You deserve to die!" 

The beating resumed, this time with no hint of mercy or any attempt to hold back. 
Lith started coughing out blood and teeth. 

The four had him surrounded, Lith tried multiple times to roll out of the 
encirclement, but he would be forced back to the middle every single time. 

Lots of feelings were raging through his mind, while his body was burning with pain. 
The spite for his brother's betrayal, the rage of being assaulted by boys who were 
twice his age and size. But most of all, he felt helpless and afraid of death. 

'Damn magic! What use are you if I don't have the time to concentrate? Stupid stone, I 
kept you hanging from my neck for months, do something! Help me! Somebody, 
anybody, help me!' AW his silent pleas went unfulfilled. 

While his conscience was fading, Lith started cursing himself for his weakness and 
helplessness. 

'Magic, martial arts, all that careful preparation, useless.' Oddly, his last thought was 
not for his family or revenge, but for his last opponent. 

'If only I was as strong as a Ry! He stopped my spirit magic so easily by... ' 

His survival instinct kicked in, his mind and body acting in unison. 

'By infusing himself with mana! I can do that too! It's the same principle behind Life 
and Fire vision!' He thought. 
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With each breath he called upon the elemental energy, but instead of wasting time 
giving it a form, Lith let it merge directly with his mana core and infused himself 
with earth magic. 

His whole body started to harden, the pain to get duller and duller. Lith also infused 
himself with light magic. It accelerated his healing and prevented him from losing 
consciousness. 

Soon he was able to ignore the kicks and spring back up with a kip-up. 

'What is earth? It's just a mix of minerals and organic matter, the same as my body. I 
can be immovable like a mountain!' 

With that thought, he further hardened his head, before driving his head up from 
below into the chin of the assailant in front of him. 

Before the remaining three could recover from the surprise and resume the beating, 
Lith raised his guard. His left arm forward for blocking while his right arm was ready 
to strike. 

Orpal's friends were scared. After Lith knocked down their leader with the head 
strike, the only thing on their mind was to prevent him from using magic, so they 
rushed forward to not give him time to recover. 

The closest assailant tried to punch Lith in the face, to disrupt any casting he could 
attempt. 

'60% of the human body is made of water. I can be formless like water.' 

Lith's left arm, imbued with water magic, coiled around his opponent's right arm like 
a snake. 

'The body burns calories to produce heat and energy. I can be destructive like fire!' 

Fire magic burned through his muscles, granting Lith short bursts of explosive 
strength. By flexing his left arm, Lith broke the immobilized limb in three points. The 
boy's elbow, ulna, and radius shattered while Lith's right fist hit the opponent on the 
nose, pulverizing it. 

The pain made the boy faint, his nose bleeding profusely. 
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The remaining two fell into a panic, and tried to run away. 


'Nerves, synapses all the information and orders in the body are transmitted via 
electrical impulse. I can be as fast as lightning!' 

Lith imbued his whole body with air magic, becoming fast enough to blink in front of 
them, punching both in the gonads at the same time. 

All of his opponents were down, sobbing in pain or fainted. 

Lith spit out a mouthful of blood, while contemplating the results of his last 
experiment. 

'It seems that this new magic puts too much strain on my body. Maybe I'm too young or 
maybe I took too much damage, whatever. I have all the time in the world now.' 

"1 need to decide what to do with you motherf**kers." Lith said while using light 
magic to heal his internal injuries. 

"It may take a while, but you'll get my undivided attention. Enjoy your stay." 

Lith sat on the couch with his left hand on his chest, using healing magic on himself. 

His right hand was open in front of him, releasing five streams of lightning that 
enveloped the five boys like root tendrils, making them scream in agony. 
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CHAPTER 15 
BREAK UPS 


The original plan was to kill them all, erase the evidence, and then make sure Orpal 
would have an "unfortunate accident". As Lith calmed down, however, he realized 
that it was an idiotic plan full of holes. 

'Iffive young men suddenly disappear in a sleepy village like Lutia, it is bound to raise a 
commotion. Also, Orpal knows they were here. Once he discovers they are nowhere to 
be found, he might come too close to the truth for comfort. 

'/ don't want to give him any kind of leverage over me. There is also the possibility that 
these blockheads shared their plans with their siblings. Killing them is the wrong 
answer, too many things can go spiralling out of my control. 

'Worst of all, if I make Orpal disappear too, the whole family would worry and grieve 
for him. The last thing I want is to turn him into a martyr! I want him to pay. To suffer 
for the rest of his miserable life!' Lith thought. 

While in deep thought, Lith would release streams of lightning from his right hand, 
keep the spell active for a couple of seconds, then give his assailants a few moments 
of relief before zapping them again. 

They had already lost control of their bladder and bowels multiple times. When they 
were not writhing in pain, they were sobbing and begging for mercy. 

'/ can't let this trash off easily either.' 

Lith made sure that there was a pause between each shock. The short interval 
without pain would leave the boys thinking that their torture was finally over only to 
have Lith renew the shocks. 

He also tried to keep the time between shocks long enough to make sure that the 
boys' bodies would never adapt to the pain, making sure each shock hurt just as 
much as the first. 
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'Punishing them is not enough, I want to break them!' He thought. 


There were too many variables and Lith was sick of running around in circles. He 
decided to resort to a modified version of his very first plan, back on Earth. 

'Those guys were trash too. I wonder how they reacted after my death, after the photos 
were leaked all over the internet with their names tagged.' 

Lith had a cruel smile at the thought of his revenge, backstabbing them after so many 
years. 

With a final spell, Lith made the five youths lose consciousness and arranged their 
bodies with spirit magic. 

'/ must keep both spirit and fusion magic a secret, so I need to stage a scenario from 
which I could have emerged victorious with just normal magic. An encirclement is too 
much for a five-year old. I'll fan them out.' He thought. 

He put the wooden stick back in the hand of its owner, making sure it was smeared 
with blood. 

Lith was arranging the final details, when he heard someone calling his name from 
afar. 

'Damn! I spent too much time thinking. My family must have sent someone looking for 
me. This screws up a good part of my plan. I must play it by ear and hope they did not 
send Orpal, or it's going to get ugly.' He thought. 

Lith looked through a window, spotting Elina approaching Selia's house with long 
and fast strides. 

'Good, it's mom! Rena or dad would have been better, but I can work with this.' 

When she got close enough, Lith responded to her call with a moan, slowly opening 
the door while begging for help. 

Elina started running with all her strength. Once she walked through the door, what 
she saw was bone chilling. There was blood everywhere, teeth on the ground, and 
Lith was almost unrecognizable. 
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He was losing blood from multiple injuries. His face was swollen to the point that his 
eyes were barely visible amidst all the black and blue. 


Lith was holding his left arm like it was hurt, and every time he opened his mouth to 
talk, Elina could see the bloody ruin it had become. 

"Mom! Mom! Thank the gods it's you." Lith's voice was distorted by his injuries in a 
lisp. 

"1 was so afraid they would get up before 1 could call for help. They tried to kill me, 
mom, and 1 don't have the strength to fight them anymore." 

Elina quickly embraced him, hearing him yelp and feeling him quivering from the 
pain caused by even such a gentle touch. 

"My baby! My poor baby. Who did this to you?" The two of them started to cry at the 
same time. Elina because she was scared to death, Lith because while in his mother's 
embrace he could finally allow himself to vent all his rage and fears. 

"Orpal! It's all Orpal's fault! These are all his friends They even told me their plan 
when they thought 1 was about to die!" 

Elina was shocked by those words, refusing to believe such a terrible thing. But those 
five really were Orpal's closest friends. One of them, Rizel, was even holding his 
grandfather's wooden stick, and it was stained with blood. 

Elina looked at Lith's head, easily spotting the bruises and cuts shaped like the cane. 

"Why would they assault you, and how could they possibly know that today Selia 
was out of town?" Elina thought out loud. 

Among all the sobbing and crying, Lith was inwardly smiling. Feeding her facts was a 
last resort, it would have a much deeper impact if she put the pieces together by 
herself. 

"Can't you heal yourself, even a little bit?" Elina's voice was full of worry, her son's 
condition seemed dire. Lith was expecting this question. 

"Now that 1 had the time to recover, 1 could. But 1 won't." 
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"Why?" That answer made no sense to her. Elina started to worry that his injuries 
were affecting his mind. 


"Because when you and dad decide what to do with Orpal, I want you to take a good 
look of what he did to me!" Lith screamed, coughing a mouthful of blood from a 
wound he had reopened on purpose. 

"Orpal always hated me and he always will! No matter if 1 help you all with chores or 
your health. He does not care how much game 1 bring to the table, or money to our 
house. Nothing is ever enough for him!^^^ Lith kept screaming and sobbing. 

"Am 1 such an awful son, such a terrible brother to deserve this?" Lith hugged her 
with all of his strength, bawling his eyes out. 

Elina was at a loss for words, but only for a moment. She held her son tightly, raising 
him up from the ground and carrying him back home. 

Then, she brought the whole family to Selia's house to let them witness the scene 
with their own eyes. The matter was too serious, she could not hide it from her 
children. 

When Orpal saw Lith, he became pale as a ghost. Elina refused to call him by his 
name, and if glares could kill, he was certain that she would make him leave the 
fields feet first. 

'What the heck went wrong? Those morons knew the plan! They only had to rough him 
up and teach him respect and humility. Most importantly, to force him to shut his 
f*cking mouth! Now my stupid parents will never let me hear the end of it.' Orpal 
thought. 

When he saw all the blood on the floor, with his friends still there and out cold, he 
felt his life falling apart. 

As soon as Elina let him do it, Raaz embraced Lith before checking his conditions. 
After that, he looked around the room, easily recognizing the five culprits. 

"Rena, go call their parents. Take Tista with you, 1 don't want her to hear what 1 am 
about to say." Raaz was even paler than Orpal, clenching his fists so hard that they 
started to bleed. 
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Elina had whispered to him only three words after coming back with Lith. 


"Orpal did it." In the beginning, he had refused to believe that one of his beloved 
children could do something like that, but the truth appeared so horrifyingly simple 
to his eyes. 

No one outside of the family knew that Lith worked for Selia. No one else could 
possibly know that exactly on that day and time Lith would be left alone in Selia's 
house. 

But the most painful and irrefutable truth was that no one but Orpal could possibly 
resent Lith so much. He barely knew anyone outside of his family and their closest 
friends. 

Lith had always worked so hard to help all of them, especially Tista, that he never 
had the time to make friends or enemies. 

Raaz felt those thoughts ripping his heart out of his chest, but he had to know. 

"Did you do it?" Raaz looked Orpal straight in the eyes. 

A terrible silence fell in the room, revealing the truth that Raaz was trying so hard to 
deny, looking for a possible alternative explanation. 

But there wasn't any. 

"How, how could you possibly do this to your brother?" Tears were streaming from 
his eyes. 

"Dad, 1 swear, it's not what you think! 1 can explain!" Orpal's mind was desperately 
trying to find a plausible excuse. 

"Is there anything to explain?" Raaz roared out of anger. 

"Aren't those your friends?" 

"Yes, but..." 

"It wasn't you who told them what to do? It wasn't you who planned how, when and 
where to ambush Lith? It wasn't because of your plan that he was almost beaten to 


traitorAIZEN 129 I 698 



death? In the gods' name, how could you possibly explain all that?" 


"Because that wasn't the plan! They didn't listen to me, just like you! You never listen 
to what I say! You never let me have my way, always siding with Leech and the 
cripple. You are never on my side! Never!" 

"They got carried away? Is that your explanation?" Raaz didn't know whether to 
laugh or cry. 

"Do you mean that ambushing and beating your brother, my son, is perfectly fine as 
long as they do it with moderation?" He raised his fist, tempted to give Orpal a taste 
of his own medicine, but Elina stopped him. 

"Too much blood has already been shed today. Don't do it. You'd only harm yourself, 
he is beyond saving." Elina was crying too, but her face and tone were stone cold. She 
had already made up her mind. 

Raaz was too heartbroken to stand anymore. He sat down on the nearest chair and 
wept. 

"You are right, my love. I have lost count of the times I have tried to make him 
understand that respect is something that you must give before receiving it yourself. 
That we were his parents, not his friends. We are supposed to help our children 
understand their mistakes, not enable them. 

"The gods know that I have tried to teach him that his siblings are not his servants, 
that a man's authority lies in the responsibilities he shoulders, not how strong he is. I 
know I have not been a perfect father, but I did the best that I could. 

"I don't know what to do with him anymore, Elina." Raaz wiped his own tears, 
looking to his wife for support. 

"I agree. Even now he doesn't show any remorse. He never loved his brother. He 
started to steal his food and calling him names even before Lith was able to walk. He 
is clearly unable to understand the enormity of what he did. 

"I believe that if we allow this to continue, he will do it again. If not to Lith, to Tista. 
I'm not going to let him do more harm to our family." 

She held Raaz's hand tight, searching for the strength she needed. 
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"I think we should disown him. Strip him of his name and report him together with 
his accomplices for attempted murder to the village militia." 

"Thanks, my love." Raaz had no more tears to cry, his resolve was steeled and his 
voice hardened. 

"1 don't think 1 had the strength in me to say it." 
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CHAPTER 16 
REVELATIONS 


After those words, Orpal fell to his knees. His world was crumbling beneath his feet. 
All he knew, all he had planned and dreamed about, had disappeared in the space of 
a single word. 

Disowned. 

It meant that he was dishonorably banished from his own family, leaving him with 
nothing he could call his own. He had just become a nameless and penniless orphan. 

When the parents of the other boys arrived, things escalated quickly. Seeing their 
boys broken and unconscious in a foreign house, stinking of their own feces and 
urine, they demanded an explanation. 

They were all long-time friends, so it was easy for Raaz to make them calm down 
enough to have a civil conversation. 

"You," Raaz ordered the nameless one "explain what you did." 

Despite still being shocked, he was already angry enough to return to his old self. 

'If I must go down, I'll bring them all with me. We'll share the same destiny, so I won't 
be alone. I refuse to be the only one to pay for this!' He thought. 

The nameless one confessed that he had always hated his brother, and how he had 
planned to teach him discipline and respect with the help of his friends. 

When he had finished, everyone in the room was appalled, refusing to believe those 
words. They had always known Orpal as a good and kind young man. 

"Lith, can you tell us what happened here exactly?" 

Lith acted like he was reluctant to leave his mother's embrace however, after a 
dramatic pause, he stepped forward. He made sure to emphasize his wounds by 
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limping and holding his left arm. He winced with pain at every step. 


"As you all know, my family has a lot of expenses, and my sister is ill. Since 1 am quite 
talented in chore magic, Selia pays me to clean her house. 1 give the money to my 
parents, to help them make ends meet." 

7 have carefully picked the words for this speech.' Lith thought. 'If they don 'tfeel pity 
and compassion for a beaten up five year old after this sob story, these guys are full 
blown psychos.' Lith thought. 

"Today miss Selia is out of town. 1 was alone in here when your sons suddenly barged 
in and started beating me." He held out his arms, turning around to let them see how 
battered he was. 

"1 tried to defend myself as my dad taught me, but they were too big and strong." Lith 
started sobbing again. "1 had to use magic to defend myself, 1 was so scared! 1 really 
thought 1 was going to die." He returned to Elina's embrace, weeping non-stop. 

"Poor kid." Said Bromann, Rizel's father, picking up the wooden stick from his son's 
hand. 

"This piece of trash even dared to use his grandfather's only memento. Elina, Raaz, 
Lith, 1 offer you my most sincere apologies. 1 have failed as a man and as a father, to 
raise such a snake in the grass. Whatever your decision is, 1 will comply without 
questions. But first..." 

Bromann splashed Rizel's face with a bucket of dirty water to bring him back to 
consciousness. 

He needed to hear the truth from his own son. He still could not fully believe his own 
eyes. 

"D... dad? What are you doing here?" Rizel held his throbbing chin when he suddenly 
recalled what had happened. 

All the eyes were on him, including Lith's. The same cold eyes that glowed with blue 
energy right before he would unleash a bolt of lightning. 

"1 ask the questions, young man. If you don't want another beating or worse, you'd 
better tell the truth. What in the gods' names were you all doing here?" 
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Terrified by both his father and his tormentor, Rizel could only speak the truth. 

One after the other, the four remaining boys were woken up and forced to tell the 
whole story. One of them tried to expose Lith's torture, but his father made him shut 
up with a strong slap in the face. 

"Five against a little kid and you have the gall to blame him for going all out? Our 
families have been friends from generations. Your actions dishonored us all! When 
we get back home, 1 will show you what real torture is!" 

'What a moron!' Lith inwardly laughed. 'Their credibility is less than zero, they can tell 
whatever they want. It will only appear like the pathetic excuse of a criminal caught 
red-handed.' 

"Raaz, what do you want us to do?" Bromann asked. 

"1 am going to disown Orpal, and then report all of them for attempted murder. 1 
won't ask anything from you. We all know how hard it is being a parent, especially in 
moments like this. 1 just wanted you to hear it from me before 1 go to the village 
chief." 

"1 will not disown my son. Not yet at least." Bromann said. "But 1 can promise you 
that 1 will do nothing to defend him in any way from the consequences of his actions. 
And when he gets back home, 1 will make sure that he will never have the 
opportunity to harm your family again!" 

They all went to Lutia, where the village chief listened to the six boys' confessions 
before pronouncing the sentence. 

"After hearing all the facts and testimony, 1 hereby sentence the six of you to four 
hours of pillory, where you will be shaved of all your hair and whipped ten times for 
your crimes. After that, you will spend three days in jail to reconsider your actions. 

Any objections?" All those present shook their heads. 

"1 have a question." Lith said. 

"For me or for the prisoners, young man?" 

"For them. Can 1 ask them?" 
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"But of course. Ask them whatever you want." 


Lith nodded and moved in front of Rizel. 

"Did Trion know?" 

"Of course he did!" Orpal screamed. "He has always stood by my side, unlike you, 
Leech." Lith ignored him. 

"Did he?" 

"No." Rizel looked at Orpal with eyes filled with disgust. "We planned everything 
when we were alone. Orpal said that he didn't trust Trion enough. That Trion is a 
spineless coward and that he feared that he would rat us out." 

"Thanks." Lith then spoke to the village chief again. 

"Could you please reduce his sentence? His sincerity helps my whole family. It clears 
our doubts and my brother's name as well." 

"But of course! If the victim asks for mercy, how could 1 possibly refuse? Rizel will 
only receive five lashes, and after the pillory time has passed, his family is free to 
bring him home. Is that okay with you?^^^ 

Lith nodded, and Bromann shook Lith's hand while his wife was weeping with joy. 

"Thanks, Lith. That means a lot for my poor Lisa. 1 will not forget your kindness. I'm 
sure you'll become a great man, just like your father." 

Lith was completely satisfied with that outcome. 

'I didn't know that disowning a son, especially the firstborn, was possible. Everything 
went even better than I imagined. Orpal’s friends can't wait to get some alone time in 
jail with him, and once his sentence is over, he is doomed. 

'Either someone from the village adopts him, something that I find hard to believe, or 
he will be deported to the nearest orphanage. I hoped to get rid of Trion too, but maybe 
that's for the best. 

'/ don't think my parents can bear losing two sons at once. Between their happiness 
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and getting even with that idiot, they come first by a landslide.' Lith thought. 


The following days were really hard for Raaz, Elina, and Trion. The couple needed 
quite some time before overcoming their grief. 

It was really hard for them to accept that the kind and bright boy that they brought 
up for almost twelve years was gone forever. Even worse, they started to suspect that 
the Orpal they knew never really existed. 

Thinking back about all the bad things he did and said over the years, he might as 
well have been deceiving them all along, 

Trion was the one having the hardest time. He had lost his favorite sibling and his 
family's trust at the same time. Despite Rizel having cleared his name, the suspicions 
remain. How could he have been so close to Orpal and yet never notice anything? 

7 can't blame them. In their shoes, I would think of me as either a liar or a complete 
idiot.' Trion didn't know whether to laugh or cry. 

Lith, Rena, and Tista, instead, were having the time of their lives, even if they did 
their best to avoid their parents from noticing. 

They would get more and better food, clothes, and they didn't have to tolerate 
Orpal's mean words nor his petty jokes anymore. Plus, there were all the gifts that 
the five families sent them as an apology. 

Both the girls had stopped considering Orpal as a brother from the day he had made 
the proposal to get rid of Tista, calling her a cripple. 

Lith, however, had never considered Orpal as a brother. His only worry was for his 
parents, so he tried to lessen their burden as much as he could. 

Lith's magic was now strong enough that he could till and plow the fields with earth 
magic. 

He could also hunt for much bigger prey. His aim was now set on deer, boars, and 
bear, all of whose pelt could be sold for more than a pretty penny. 

The time for the spring festival was nearing, and Lith wanted some extra pocket 
money to buy something nice for his parents and sisters. Trion was still a stranger to 
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him. 


The spring festival was held midspring, during the equinox, to celebrate the time 
when the light finally overcame the darkness and cold of winter. 

Lith was happily playing around the Trawn woods, looking for the best opportunity 
to kill a huge boar. 

'Dammit, it's neck and skin are too thick to break with my current level of spirit magic. 
Fire and thunder could easily put it down, but that would mean damaging either the 
pelt or the meat. I need to get creative.' 

The boar's movements were easy to predict since it would always charge in a 
straight line. Thanks to air fusion, Lith's body was fast enough to dodge the charges 
with ease, as long as he managed to prevent the beast from coming too close. 

'When an ox went mad, my father told me that the best way to put it down is to strike 
at the legs, instead of the head. Once you take away their mobility, beasts like this one 
are easy prey.' 

At the next charge, Lith conjured a thick layer of ice before dodging. When the boar 
stepped on the ice, it lost its footing and spun like a top. 

The boar crashed against the huge oak Lith had aligned it with, its bones snapping 
on impact. Lith closed in enough to not miss his next shot, but always keeping a safe 
distance. 

'Cornered prey is the most dangerous prey. Always respect the prey, never 
underestimate it. It only needs one hit to kill you.' Lith remembered Selia's teachings. 

Lith made a finger gun, aligning it with his target before shooting an ice arrow that 
penetrated through the boar's right eye, puncturing its brain. 

The beast collapsed to the ground, but Lith shot another arrow in the left eye too, 
just to be on the safe side. 

"Okay, it's dead. Now the problem is how the heck do 1 carry it out of the woods? My 
spirit magic may not be enough to carry a several hundred kilograms dead animal all 
the way back to Selia's house. Even if 1 actually manage to do it, how can 1 explain it?" 
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Lith was nervously tapping with a finger on a nearby tree, trying to think of a 
solution before he had to fight to defend his game, when the dead animal suddenly 
disappeared. 

"What the f*ck? Since when do boars vanish into thin air? Who's there?" 

He promptly activated Life Vision, scanning the surroundings in search of his enemy, 
but the only living beings he could find were small birds and rodents. 

"Okay, this is getting creepy, but 1 need to get my boar back." 

The boar appeared back on the ground, very close to Lith, making him jump away in 
fright. 

"Why are you messing with me? Who are you?" Lith screamed while checking out the 
best escape route. 

'An invisible enemy could easily kill me. Screw the boar, I need to get out of here fast.' 

He thought. 

'There is no need to escape.' A gentle feminine voice replied in his mind. 'Tm not your 
enemy, my host.' 

"Okay, if you want to scare me to death, you're doing a great job. What do you mean 
by host? Where the heck are you?" Lith kept looking around, the enemy somehow 
was untraceable even by his magical senses. 

'Stop looking around, host. I'm where you put me. Around your neck.' 

Lith instinctively grabbed the pouch and threw it away. He could finally see that both 
the life force and the mana flow of the stone were bigger than ever. 

Lith had always kept it in a blind spot, and since it was useless, he forgot to check it 
with Life Vision since the day of the ambush. 

"Okay, 1 hate riddles. Tell me who or what you are, or I'll leave. As much as it pains 
me to lose such a game, it's not worth having a creepy, mysterious stone talking in 
my head 24/7." 

'Please, don't!' To voice turned desperate. 'I'll die without my host.' 
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"Enough with the riddles!" Lith said. "What the heck are you?" 


'Our minds are linked, it's easier to show rather than tell' 

Suddenly Lith's mind was filled with images and memories that were not his own. He 
could have thought he had been teleported away, if the images weren't full of holes, 
allowing him to still see part of the woods through them. 

'I'm sorry, but my powers are almost depleted, this is the best I can do.' 

Lith could see a gigantic tower, whose vault was so deep it could reach the bottom of 
the ocean, it's top so high it looked like it could touch the sky. He could perceive that 
the whole structure was a giant magical artifact, pulsing with mana. 

At some point, the owner of the tower had died, and without their mana to nourish 
its core, the tower began to decline. Centuries passed, while the tower kept looking 
for a next host, using illusions to send away those it deemed not talented enough or 
unworthy. 

Over time, the tower spent all its powers, and to avoid death it had been forced to 
self-sacrifice. 

To prolong its existence, it started to consume its own walls, floors, everything 
within itself, even its memories. 

More centuries had passed, now only the tower core was left, barely the size of a 
pebble. It had nothing left, except for its sense of self. Preferring death over 
becoming a mindless tool, the tower core attempted a desperate gamble. 

It sent a signal that any being with the bare minimum of magical power to sustain its 
life could perceive. The clock was ticking, every second that passed, the tower core 
could feel its life slip away. 

When the first one to answer its call turned out to be a Ry, the tower core had tried 
to communicate with the beast, but to no avail. The beast's mind was too different 
from the first host, making the mind link impossible. 

Hope was lost, the tower core could only wait for its end. 

But then a savior arrived, rescuing the tower core from the beast's maw. He even 
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used his own blood to bond himself with the tower core, right before it fell into a 
deep slumber to recover from its wounds. 


The images disappeared, leaving Lith alone with the pouch and the dead boar. 
Lith's mind was overwhelmed, incapable of any thought outside stupid jokes. 
"Does that make us married or what?" 
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CHAPTER 17 

THE STONE’S REAL WORTH 


'Why do you say that?' The feminine voice asked. 

"Well, back on my world, being bonded for life with someone you would not have any 
intimacy with was the joke definition of marriage." 

'That's funny.'The voice chuckled. 'And also kind of sad.' 

"Never mind the jokes. Let me get this straight: you were once a mighty artifact, full 
of treasures and knowledge. Now everything you had and knew is lost. Plus you are 
diminished to the size of a marble. Am 1 missing something?" 

'No, all your statements are correct.' 

"You also didn't pick me because of my talent or virtue. Solely because 1 possess, and 
1 quote 'the bare minimum magical powers to sustain your life'. That makes me 
nothing more than an off-brand life support system." 

'That is not exactly right. I am now bonded with you until your death do us part.' 

"That sounds more and more like marriage." Lith grunted. 

'/ am no parasite, you can see me as a symbiote. We will both benefit from our 
relationship.' 

"How? Are you saying that if you manage to get your strength back, you will also 
recover your memories and magical artifacts?" 

'No, those are lost forever. I'm just like you. When you grow up, can you spit the food 
you have eaten in the past back up to pass it on to someone else? No. The same applies 
to me.' 

"Then what's in it for me? The pleasure of your company?" 
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'At the moment all I can offer you is a pocket dimension.' 


"Say what?" 

'One moment, I'm looking at your memories to make it easier to understand. It works 
like a Dungeons & Looting's Bag of Keeping.' 

"That's interesting." Lith pondered. "An interdimensional space where I can store my 
stuff without being hindered by its weight. How big is this pocket dimension?" 

'Ten cubic meters big. It can store anything that amounts up to such a volume, no 
matter the weight, as long as it's something inanimate.' 

A cruel intuition flashed in Lith's eyes. 

"Can it also store things like lightning, fireballs or incoming arrows? If so, it would be 
an invaluable tool for both offense and defense." 

'No.' The voice killed Lith's hopes. 'The pocket dimension is outside space and time, so 
it rejects both life and kinetic energy.' Feeling its host disappointment, the voice 
quickly added: 

'This also means that whatever you store will not rot, cool down or warm up. A roasted 
blinker would be kept hot and tasty, frozen at the moment you finished cooking it.' 

"That barely qualifies as a silver lining." Despite how long their chat seemed to take, 
it was only happening inside their minds. Barely a second had passed after Lith had 
access to the stone's memories. 

"Whatever. At least you saved me from my current predicament. Now 1 know how to 
bring the boar back, 1 just need a decent excuse to explain how 1 managed it." 

The stone mind-shrugged. 

'Keep it simple. Drop it at the edge of the woods, and tellSelia that you managed to kite 
it to that spot before killing it. It should be easier to believe that the truth.' 

Lith nodded. 

"Resourceful and smart. The fact that our minds are linked still creeps me out, but 
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thanks to that I can see you have no malice or hidden agenda towards me. If you 
really are what you say to be, I'll keep you. 

"True loyalty is too rare of a commodity to turn it down when you find it. So, until I 
am convinced of your good faith, consider yourself on probation." 

Lith put the pouch back around his neck and the boar in the pocket dimension. 

"By the way, I can't keep calling you 'you' and 'stone'. Don't you have a name?" 

'No.' The voice sounded really sad. 'It's lost, like everything else.' 

"Don't be a pouter. A name is just a name. You can call me Derek, Lith, host, CZ 
DELTA, whatever. I'll always be the same cynic, misanthropic, lying, cutthroat guy I 
have always been. Would you like me to name you?" 

'Yes, please.' 

Lith had a name ready since he heard the tower core's story. 

"You are supposed to be a great artifact, so I'll name you after the greatest, albeit 
fictional, magical forgemaster that I always admired when I was a kid. Solus." 

'Thank you, Lith. I like how it sounds. I really appreciate that you named me after 
someone you loved, rather than give me a pet name like Happy or Lucl^.' 

Lith had the odd feeling Solus was mind-blushing. 

They spent the whole time on the way back chatting. Lith was really interested in 
understanding the limits and uses of his new partner skillset. 

After assessing that both Lith and Solus could activate the pocket dimension, he 
proceeded to pick the right spot. It needed to be close enough to the edge of the 
woods and covered enough to make spotting the boar from a distance impossible. 

"There are countless things that can go wrong leaving a dead animal alone, even for 
few minutes. A passer-by who claims it's his kill, a scavenger believing it had lucked 
out finding a free meal, take your pick. With my luck, I never trust the odds." 

'You trust no one.' Solus's voice changed to a flat tone. 
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"You bet. That's life rule #1. Rule #2 is 'No good deed goes unpunished'." 


Lith then used earth and wind magic to mess up the surroundings, mimicking the 
signs of struggle left by his previous fight with the boar. 

"Bah! All this effort and 1 get such a sloppy result. If Selia throws a second glance at 
this scene, she'll expose my lie. 1 can only hope the prize catches her eyes enough to 
not ask any questions." 

He then gently dropped the pouch on the ground. 

"As soon as you receive my signal, take the boar out of the pocket dimension. I'll be 
back in a jiffy." 

Without waiting for a reply, Lith started running at full speed towards Selia's house. 
Once out of their mind link range [10 metres/10.9 yards}, Lith could finally breathe a 
sigh of relief. 

'Dammit, leaving her like that was a d*ck move. She surely knows the real reasons why 
I did it. It's hard to accept someone else in your head, reading every single one of your 
most embarrassing thoughts and memories. 

'Not to mention that in D&L every sentient artifact was usually a bag full of troubles, 
trying to mind-control the owner or something. I know that it's just fiction, but still... 
What if I just stumbled into this world's Lone Ring, like in Vasyli Bolkien's books?' 

Lith shrugged his head, his body covered in cold sweat. 

'/ bet that as soon as we are back together, she will have access to this inner monologue 
too. F*ck my life. No pain, no gain. If she really is what she says, she's worth the risk. At 
least I'll have someone who finally knows the real me.' 

A few minutes later, Selia and Lith were approaching the drop spot, riding the two- 
horse cart she used to move the heaviest goods around. 

"Is it really so big that it requires two horses?" She asked. 

"1 think one should be enough to move it once it's loaded. The second is necessary to 
drag it onto the cart easily." 
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Once Lith and Selia jumped down from their ride, he gave Solus the signal. Selia 
detached the horses, guiding them by the bridle. 

Lith took the thick ropes necessary to make a harness for the boar with him, making 
it easy for the horses to drag it out of the woods and into the cart. 

When Selia saw the game with her own eyes, she whistled with approval. 

"Good gods! This thing must be around 300 kilograms [661 pounds}! You weren't 
boasting as usual." 

"1 never boast." Lith used spirit magic to stealthily recover the pouch, while Selia was 
engrossed in sizing the beast up. 

"Please, all men do." Selia clicked her tongue. "You are not an exception. With all your 
magic and secrets, do you want me to believe you do not enjoy your short, dark, and 
toothless act?" She added laughing out loud. 

"It's not my fault 1 have a lisp now!" Lith was pissed off by her non-stop mockery of 
his new voice. "Will you ever let me hear the end of it?" 

"I'm sorry, 1 really am. It's just that your tough boy attitude is even more hilarious 
now that you have a lisp." The first time she had heard him call her "Phelia", she had 
laughed hard enough to fall from her chair, hugging her belly. 

"Judging from its size, it was really close to becoming a magical beast. We could have 
sold it for a much bigger sum, it's kind of sad." She sighed. 

"Yeah, and if it was a magical beast, 1 would be much deader now." Lith rebuked. 

They kept bickering until the boar was safe and sound on the cart. 

Only once they got back to her house and started bleeding the game, did Selia get her 
business attitude back. 

"The most valuable piece is the head. If we can find a noble willing to stuff it, hang it 
over his fireplace, and take the credit for the kill, we can sell it for a high price. The 
pelt and the meat are nothing special, do you have any plans for them?" 

Lith nodded. "All this meat will allow me to skip hunting for a while, so 1 prefer to 
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keep and maturate it. As for the pelt, it should make a nice carpet for my parents' 
bedroom." 

"Always a family boy, huh?" Selia ruffled his hair, this time there was no mockery in 
her voice. 

"I'm so proud of you being so considerate toward your family that I'll tan it for free. 1 
still get half of the head price, though." 

"Perfect." Lith said. 

"Good! Our best shot is with Count Lark himself. He is both loaded and very proud of 
his hunting skills. 1 must reach out to my contacts in his manor to test the waters. 
Fingers crossed!" 

Lith suffered at the idea of losing so much money, but half was better than nothing. 
He didn't know how to tan pelts or stuff heads and lacked both the time and the 
instruments to do it. 

Even if he did, he had no way to sell the merchandise outside of his little village. 

After Lith left Selia, he and Solus started chatting again, feigning ignorance about 
each other's feelings. 

"Solus, 1 think that your help will be invaluable to help bring my martial arts training 
to the next level." 
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CHAPTER 18 
HEART TO HEART 


Until that moment, Lith's martial training had been really sloppy. Despite all his 
efforts, in a whole year of practice, he had barely managed to regain the skill level of 
a 4th kyu of ju-jitsu [the equivalent of an orange belt for karate}. 

The only aspects he had managed to step up to the 3rd kyu [the equivalent of a green 
belt for karate} were the footwork and the fall techniques. Even that had been 
possible only because the initial progression depended completely on him. 

Without a sparring partner, someone that could watch his moves and help him 
correct his mistakes, there was only so much that he could do. 

He could either make a mud dummy move or train himself, he was not at the point 
that he could do both at the same time. Making a rough mud doll perform human¬ 
like movements required a lot of concentration. 

That meant that he could only put the dummies in position and then practice while 
they were once again still. Lith's body was even clumsier than his original one back 
on Earth. To make real progress, he needed to be hit, to be thrown around, and to 
practice all his moves on a moving target. 

Yet Lith couldn't ask for help from anyone. How could he possibly explain that he 
wanted to practice alien martial arts? What help could anyone give him, not even 
knowing the basics of the basics? That's why he usually practiced in the middle of 
the night. 

Solus was the perfect solution for his problem. After further merging their minds, 
they had discovered new uses for the tower core. Lith had just had to plant her into a 
mud doll to turn it into a quasi-golem, finally getting his sparring partner. 

Solus had all the human senses and more. As long as she had Lith's permission, she 
could consume his mana to perform spells he knew in his stead. Her nature was that 
of a magic tower, she was supposed to overseer countless floors and devices. 
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Even in her weakened state, moving a poor excuse of a mud golem was as easy as pie. 
Solus further improved Lith's idea, managing to make the golem's body soften at the 
right times, before hitting him or being hit. 

This way, she was able to put enough strain on Lith's body to train it, and avoid any 
possible injury by accident. 

She also had access to all his memories, including all of his masters' teachings. Solus 
was able to use those memories to correct Lith's mistakes and help him improve by 
leaps and bounds. 

Thanks to Invigoration, Lith was now able to stay awake for a whole month before 
his performance started to decline and forced him to rest. Thanks to Solus, whenever 
he would meet a bottleneck, he would train martial arts. 

He only needed to take a short break when the fatigue became too much. Light magic 
would mend his muscles, making them recover and grow stronger in a matter of 
minutes, dissipating the accumulated lactic acid at the same time. 

During those moments, Lith and Solus would chat heart to heart. 

'So, what do you plan to do in the future? Why do you put so much effort into all this 
training? Magic, martial arts, hunting. Why don 'tyou stop from time to time, just to 
smell the roses?' Solus asked. 

'Whenever I take a break, I start thinking about the future. That scares me to death. I 
already know that death is a trap that forces me to switch one hell with another. 

'/ don't want to live all my life in a small village, just the idea is equivalent to the death 
penalty. Doing the same routine every day, in a prison without bars where I am forced 
to lie every single day, waiting to die and start all over again. 

7 can't bear this thought. My plan is to test this body's limits, get as strong as I can, so 
that once I reach adulthood, I will be able to explore this world, and see if it's worth 
living in. 

'If either this body or this world meet my expectation, I will strive all my life to find a 
way to prevent me from passing into another world after my death.' 


^^How?' Solus asked. 


traitorAIZEN 148 I 698 



7 don't know, I'm still as ignorant as a baby about magic. All I know is its practical use. 

I have no idea if it's possible to create magical artifacts. 

'If my hypothesis is right, I could become a lich. Even better, I could find a way to bind 
my soul to this world, so that in case of death I would remain here, possessing the 
nearest available corpse. I hope that when push comes to the shove, I will also have 
found a way to retain both my mana core and muscle memory.' Lith thought. 

'And what if both the world and your body fail you?' 

'In that case, I would not mind starting my journey once again. If I have to live a sh*tty 
life in a sh*tty world, I might as well depart early. 

'I'll keep moving around until I roll my 100, and get born as a perfectly healthy young 
master of a filthy rich family, a chosen one, or whatever. It's just a matter of luck.' 

'What about your family? Are you going to abandon them like that?' Solus's question 
made Lith ponder seriously about that matter. 

'Of course not. Making them lose their son, their brother for no reason, without even 
giving them a body to bury is too cruel, even for me. I'll stick around until my family 
needs me before checking out.' 

Solus giggled. 

'Don 'tyou see? Things are not actually all black and white like you make them out to 
be. When you awoke in this world, you couldn't wait to die. To 'rerolT as you say. 

'Then you chose to stay for the magic. Now you are willing to continue this life for 
someone else's sake. Give yourself some time. 

'The bad people you met have reinforced your bias on life, but the good people are also 
slowly changing you. In the beginning, you couldn't care less about Tista's life, whereas 
now it's all you think about. 

'You hated both Elina and Raaz even before knowing them, because of your issues with 
parental figures. They are not the parents who ruined your life on Earth and this planet 
is not Earth. Give it a chance before doing something so extreme.' 

'How do I know you are not telling me all this stuff only to keep your host?' Lith asked. 
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'Easy peasy, just read my mind.' After checking it thrice, Lith could not find any hidden 
agenda or egotistical reason. 


'Dammit, ail this mind-link stuff is so irritating. I cannot get out of this argument with 
mistrust or doubts. It's my loss. For now, at least. You are barely a month old, life will 
change you. It always does.' 

Solus giggled again. 

'Or maybe it will change you, and you will start warming up to me. Then you will have 
to take care of me for your whole life, hubby.' 

Lith felt a cold chill run down his spine. 

'Please, don't call me like that. I'm ready to go again. Don 'tgo easy on me!' 

7 never do.' Solus replied, getting on Lith's already shaken nerves. 

Thanks to all that exercise, Lith would quickly overcome any bottlenecks, and soon 
he could feel the bottled-up impurities trying to find their way out again. 

Lith had pondered if it was the case of getting rid of the impurities in the same way 
he did for the rest of his family, but after discussing it with Solus, he decided against 
it. 

The purification treatment he had devised for Tista was an artificial method. Even 
though it gave the same benefits in terms of physical appearance and resistance to 
illness, their magic power, and physical prowess never got enhanced. 

Lith had no idea why the impurities had to travel to the mana core before getting 
expelled, inflicting such an excruciating pain. But it was worth the cost. 

It happened during one of their sparring sessions. As soon as Lith realized what was 
happening, he quickly undressed himself to not taint his clothes. 

This time he offered no resistance, discovering that it wasn't so painful after all. 

Lith expelled far more impurities than the last time, letting them come out of all his 
pores and orifices. 
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The stench was so bad that he was about to faint before managing to destroy them 
with dark magic. 

He was completely exhausted, this time not even Invigoration could replenish his 
energies, he needed to sleep. 

'After a bath. I stink so bad I could raise the dead.' 

Solus ignored the obvious remark. 

'It's exactly as you remembered. Whatever happens to you, is like a sword getting 
tempered and purified at the same time. Both your body and mana core have 
undergone qualitative changes again. 

7 think your potential skyrocketed. Now you are stronger than my bare minimum 
requirements. You still need to work hard to develop your skills, though.' 

And so, Lith continued his routine until the day of the spring festival came. 
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CHAPTER 19 
THE SPRING FESTIVAL 


It was without a doubt the worst day of the year for Lith. He would be forced to 
spend the full afternoon away from home, surrounded by complete strangers, and 
robbed of any privacy or personal space during the festivities. 

All the families in the village would gather for the festival, forgetting about their 
daily problems and miseries. Everything from decorations to food and drinks was 
paid for by Count Lark. 

He would also take part in the festival, to keep his bonds with the community strong 
and maintain his reputation as a fair Lord, instead of just being a faceless guy who 
collected taxes and made their lives even harder. 

The festival was comprised of three parts. 

The morning would be spent like normal, with work and chores, to give foreign 
merchants and carnies the time to prepare their stands and arrange their 
merchandise. 

In the evening, the families would gather and check out the stands. People would 
search for trinkets and jewelry to buy with their extra money to add them to their 
daughters' dowry. 

The food would mainly consist of appetizers, like fresh fruit and vegetables. There 
would be also skewers of different kinds of meat and even exotic food. Count Lark 
always brought saltwater fishes and seafood for the occasion. 

The only drinks available would be water and light beer. 

After the sunset, huge braziers and torches would be lit all around the village, while 
the Count's workers would prepare the stage for the festival main event: the election 
of the Spring Maiden. 

All the girls fifteen and sixteen-years-old could take part in the Spring Maiden 
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contest, which was more like a debutante ball rather than a beauty pageant. 


It was the opportunity for the young maidens of marriageable age to show off their 
beauty and virtues, in the hopes of catching the attention of as many suitors as 
possible. 

The judges of the Spring Maiden contest were always the same. Count Lark, the 
village chief, and Nana. 

After the election, the real food would be brought out. The banquet had lots of 
roasted animals, soups, and caramelized fruits. Both pure and watered wines would 
be available, raising the spirits for the finale. 

The last part consisted of a ball, encouraging the eligible bachelors to approach one 
or more maidens that may have caught their eye. 

Each part would affect Lith's mood differently. The first would cause extreme 
boredom, tempered by the fact that he was still not allowed to move alone. 

The second was akin to torture. He would be forced to sit on his father's shoulders 
for hours, staring at a bunch of little girls he did not give a damn about. 

The third was the best one, but only because it was very short. After some dancing, 
his parents were too tired to remain any longer, and would finally bring him back 
home. None of their children was yet of marrying age, so they had no reason to 
linger. 

For the first time in his new life, Lith had some money in his pocket. He could finally 
check out the carnival games that offered the best prizes. 

'They cheat, I cheat. Let's play this fair and square.' He thought. 

Using spirit magic, he won a beautiful stuffed bear for Tista, beating a ring toss game 
rigged by unbalanced rings. From a crossbow shoot game, he got a silver-coated hair 
comb for Rena. 

All he needed to do was to use two strands of spirit magic, one to guide the dart to 
his target, the second to force it to fall. Last, but not least, a silk ribbon for his mother 
from a Wheel of Fortune stand. 
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The carnies were flabbergasted, but trying to bully a local child in front of so many 
villagers, not to mention Count Lark, would have earned them nothing more than the 
beating of a lifetime and a permanent ban from every event in the county of Lustria. 

They started to keep an eye on him, but Lith was not greedy and left after getting the 
three prizes. He actually wanted something for Raaz too, but all they had were 
feminine products. 

The carnies hoped to lure the young boys into wasting their money, trying to impress 
the girls with expensive presents they could not afford without gambling. 

After distributing the presents, Lith searched for Nana. He wanted to have a chat 
about magic with an expert. He found her sitting on a bench near her house. 

The first thing he did was look at her with Life Vision. Her mana flow was way bigger 
than Lith's, but her life force was weaker than Tista's. 

Nana was an over sixty years old woman, but she looked like an eighty-year-old 
Earth woman. Her back was so hunched that she needed a cane to walk properly. 

She had sharp grey eyes, a face full of wrinkles, and a big aquiline nose. Nana always 
wore a shawl over her head, to avoid her long grey hair bothering her during work. 

At a first look she seemed an inconspicuous old lady, but when you approached her, 
you could feel the raw strength exuding from her body. 

'She must have had a rough life.' Solus commented. 

"Hello, Nana. How are you?" Lith asked. 

"Hello to you, little imp. You sure are growing fast, aren't you?" Just like Elina had 
noticed back in winter, Tista and Lith were growing taller and more slender than 
their peers. The same was happening to Rena too after she had received Lith's 
treatment. 

Lith was already over 1.1 meters [3'7"} tall, his shoulders broad like he played water 
polo. 

Lith nodded. "Yes, I am. Can I ask you a question?" 
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"As long as it's not about my age, be my guest." Nana laughed. 


"Nana, are you a strong magician?" Nana was surprised. It wasn't the question she 
would expect from a child. 

"Yes, 1 am. When 1 was still a young girl, 1 even got a scholarship for the prestigious 
Lightning Griffin academy, and 1 managed to graduate without a problem." Nana 
straightened up proudly, remembering her years of glory. 

"Then how did you end up being a healer in Lutia?" 

'How tactful of you, Lith!' Solus rebuked him. 

'Children are allowed to be rude. It's one of their few privileges.' 

Nana's mood turned gloomy. 

"You see, Lith, in this world there are commoners, nobles, and mages. A strong mage 
has status on par with the nobles, depending on their magic power. Back then 1 was 
very strong, but not a genius. 

"Sadly, 1 was also stupid and naive. 1 made some very bad choices and ended up 
alone, without anyone backing me. 1 only had two options left. Either submit to a 
powerful noble or live free with the status of a healer. Guess what 1 picked?" 

Lith became gloomy too. The idea of losing everything after working so hard for it 
made his future look even scarier. 

"There, there kid!" Nana brightened up. "Let's not spoil the mood and enjoy the 
festival." 

After leaving Nana alone, Lith recalled her words about his growth. He stopped in 
front of a mirror on display to watch his reflection. 

He could only sigh in resignation. 

'No matter how many impurities I expel, I even managed to fail at the gene pool lottery. 
I took so much from my dad and so little from my mom. 

'When I look at myself while brooding, rather than cool I look like some kind of psycho 
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kid escaped from juvie. If I smile, now that I'm missing so many teeth, I'm not even cute. 


'Even all dressed up, I could barely pass for a street urchin from one ofDicken's novels.' 
Solus tried to brighten him up, but to no avail. 

Later in the evening, Count Lark introduced the village elders to his guest of honor. 

"Chief Yurok, sage Nana, allow me to introduce you to the young Ricker Trahan, son 
of my dear friend, baronet Lokar Trahan. This young lad is a really talented mage, 
who in the future will bring glory to our county." 

Count Lark was a magic enthusiast, always trying to sponsor promising youths from 
his land. 

"Nice to meet you, young man." The village chief saluted him with a polite bow, 
expecting the other to offer him his hand or at least reply to the bow. 

Ricker instead kept looking around, his eyes filled with contempt. 

"The pleasure is mine." He replied with a cold tone. 

"Ricker, where are your manners?" Count Lark rebuked him mildly. "Sage Nana was a 
powerful and renowned magician in her youth. Feel free to ask her for advice. Her 
experience could prove invaluable to overcome any difficulty you may encounter 
during your studies." 

"1 have no doubt about that, my Lord." Ricker bowed this time, but to Count Lark. 

Nana had seen enough nobles in her life to recognize the type. A high and mighty 
young master, pampered enough to believe that only nobles could achieve greatness. 

The people of the village were having a hard time tolerating so much disrespect 
towards their elders, but for the Count's sake, they limited themselves to angry 
whispers. 

"Oh, oh, oh! You got yourself another spunky one, dear Lark." Nana laughed without 
any warmth. 

Ricker shuddered at such a lack of respect, the old bat calling the Count by his first 
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name without honorifics. But he knew that Lark was a sucker for magicians, and 
judging from her attitude, he had granted the old bat the right to do so. 


"He has every right to be proud, dear Nana. Next year he will turn twelve and apply 
for a Lighting Griffon's academy scholarship. With a little luck, he will enroll just like 
you did back in the day!" 

Ricker failed to repress his amazement, knitting his eyebrows at Nana. 

'By the gods, how could such a commoner get admitted into the academy?' He thought. 
'She must have cheated her way in, no doubt.' 

"Really?" Nana replied with exaggerated enthusiasm "Why don't you ask him to 
show us what he is capable of?" 

Count Lark gladly accepted. Per his request, a one meter [3'3"} high stump with a 
head of lettuce on its top was quickly set up. 

Ricker had to stay at least 10 meters [11 yards} away from it and knock it down. It 
was a very basic exercise for anyone who wanted to become a magician, often use to 
quickly get rid of unworthy candidates. 

Only those with a real talent for magic were able to use chore magic from such a 
range. For normal people, magic had a range of a meter or two. 

To learn something outside chore magic, one had to either enroll in a magic academy 
or buy very expensive books. 

"Young man, do your best!" Count Lark's voice was full of enthusiasm. 

Ricker had done that exercise countless times, but always alone. This time he was 
surrounded by commoners who clearly hoped to watch him fail and get the chance 
to ridicule him. 

Even worse. Count Lark was putting a lot of pressure on him. In Ricker's eyes this 
wasn't a simple test, but a matter of life and death. 

Feeling countless eyes on him, he lost his concentration while performing the hand 
signs and stuttered the magic word. 
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"I-Infiro!" 


He produced a chestnut big fireball that almost missed the lettuce. Yet with a small 
boom, the head of lettuce was knocked off. 

No one applauded except for count Lark. 

More than one "That's it?" could be heard among the crowd. 

Nana walked slowly to the vegetable, bringing it back for the Count to examine. 

"He messed up a few key hand signs, stuttered the magic word, and missed the 
lettuce entirely. It only got knocked off because of the explosion." Nana remarked 
coldly. 

"1 would not keep my hopes up. Lark. When 1 was his age, 1 was able to actually hit 
my target without performing signs nor using magic words. They admitted me only 
because of my perfect silent magic." Nana's grey eyes were staring at Ricker in 
contempt. 

"Well, he is still young, that's why 1 brought him to you. He has another full year to 
prepare for the exam. There is still time to fix the small mistakes. 1 was hoping you 
could mentor him." 

"1 would be glad to, 1 really would. But between the villagers and my disciple, 1 
already have my hands full. I'm too old to take care of two youths, and my apprentice 
takes precedence. As you know, a mage's word is her bond." 

"You have an apprentice?" Count Lark was shocked no one had informed him about 
such a critical matter. 

"Yes." She nodded, smiling in Ricker face. 

"He learned to read and write and the age of three, and by that time he had already 
learned chore magic all by himself." 

"Marvellous!" Count Lark's excitement was a slap in Ricker's face. 

"Yeah, he is also my disciple." Selia stepped forward, adding fuel to the fire. She and 
Nana politely detested each other. Yet between her and a stuck-up obnoxious brat. 


traitorAIZEN 158 I 698 



Selia would always choose the devil she knew. 


"He has hunted in the Trawn woods from the age of four. Even if he can only hunt 
blinkers and critters, he would never miss a moving target, let alone some 
deadweight lettuce." 

She then whispered to the Count's ear: "He is actually the you-know-who that 
provided the you-know-what." 

"Fantastic! Excellent! When can 1 meet him?" His monocle jumped out of his eye 
orbit from happiness. 

Ricker was on the verge of exploding with anger. 

'Can't he see they are just leading him by the nose? How can someone with such a high 
social status like the Count trust even one word from these commoners? 

'Lying and cheating is in their nature. They are just trash, trying to drag us to their 
level to make themselves feel better about their pathetic lives! If that old bat is a mage, 
then I am the crowned prince. 

'Why do I have to bear listening to her nonsense? And how come even a gut-stinking 
hunter can freely speak to a Count? This evening could not turn any worse. How the 
heck did I managed to let my father convince me to come to this pigsty?' 

"Here he is!" Bromann shouted triumphantly, forcefully dragging Lith by his arm. 

Lith had no idea what was happening. He was with his family, nibbling at a 
caramelized apple, when Bromann appeared out of the blue, babbling about the 
village honor or something. 

Too many eyes were on him, Lith's intuition told him that something was wrong, so 
he decided to play it close to the vest. 

"Count Lark, I'm honored to meet you." It didn't take a genius to understand that the 
overdressed beanpole with the monocle had to be the lord of the land. 

Lith greeted him cupping his fist while giving the Count a deep bow. He then 
proceeded to greet the village chief, Nana, and Selia, making his bow deep according 
to the respect they deserved. 
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Lastly, he turned towards the ill-looking kid standing next to the Count. He had to be 
around ten years old and was 1.4 meters [4'8"} tall. He was wearing a silk white shirt 
over high-end leather pants. His face was all red and sweaty like he had either run 
for his life or been bitten by a venomous snake. 

The situation made no sense to Lith, but since no one seemed worried about the 
kid's health, Lith did what he was supposed to. 

"Greetings, honorable guest. 1 hope you enjoy your visit to our village." Lith cupped 
his fist again, giving Ricker a small bow. He had no idea who that kid was, and Ricker 
could not find the strength to introduce himself. 

The Count seemed to have completely forgotten about his existence. 

"Oh, oh, oh!" Nana laughed. "See, Lark? Manners. That's something so many 
youngsters lack nowadays." 

Lith kept looking around, waiting for someone to explain what was happening. 

"Can 1 be of assistance?" He asked. 

Ricker once again needed all his willpower to prevent himself from throwing a fit of 
rage. 

'Is this guy their prodigy? A toothless bum? I should ask the Count to whip them all to 
death for their blatant lies! Simply outrageous!' 

"Yes, Lith." Selia stepped in again. "Count Lark loves magic in all its kinds and forms. 1 
was just telling him about how you kill blinkers without ruining even a feather. 

Would you mind showing him?" 

She took out a wooden stick, holding it up for the Count and everyone else to see. 

Lith sighed with relief. 

'All this fuss for chore magic? They almost gave me a heart attack. If it's just to 
entertain some bored nobles, why not? If the village thrives, so will my family.' 

"Brezza!" After twirling twice his middle and medium fingers, a small vortex 
enveloped the stick. At first glance, it was just like the ones every housewife used 
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daily to clean their houses. Looking at it closely, however, one could notice that it was 
actually two different vortexes, one spinning clockwise and the other 
counterclockwise. 

This way the spell applied a huge strain to the stick in the point where the two 
vortexes connected, causing it to break almost instantly. 

Lith had invented it after Selia had started bothering him too much about how he 
killed the blinkers. He could not show her spirit magic, so he came up with this trick. 

Ricker wanted to rebut saying that Lith was standing barely a meter [1.1 yards} away 
from the stick, but even he knew how hard it was to use two different spells at the 
same time. He also knew that such an objection would be met by the old bat 
requesting him to do the same. And he had no idea how to. 

Nana waved her hand, and a villager put another head of lettuce on the stump. 

"Lith, be a dear and knock that out, please." 

Lith was getting more and more confused. The Count now had stars in his eyes, 
looking at him like some mythical beast had descended from the heavens, while the 
noble kid was as pale as a ghost. 

'What the heck is going on here? Why is the Count so engrossed by cheap magic? And 
why is it that no one cares about that sickly kid? Whatever he has, is getting worse.' 

Lith shrugged before flicking his middle finger while saying: "Jorun!" 

An ice dart hit the lettuce dead center, making it roll a few meters away. 

"Without using hand signs!" The Count gasped, his voice so faint that Lith could not 
hear him. 

"One last thing, dear Lith. If you manage to indulge this poor old lady, 1 will treat you 
and all your family for free until you start your apprenticeship. Are you willing to 
humor me one last time?" 

Lith had no need to think before accepting. Despite his best efforts, Tista still needed 
constant care. From time to time they still had to seek Nana for help and it wasn't 
cheap. 
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Nana smiled, full of confidence enough for both of them. 


"Bromann, toss one of those as high as you can." 

Bromann threw a head of lettuce with a lob shot, sending it about three meters [10"} 
high. When it reached its peak, Nana made a simple gesture, cutting the air 
horizontally with her extended hand and fingers, conjuring ten ice darts. 

Five struck its left side and five on the right side. When the head of lettuce started to 
fall, Nana cut the air again, this time vertically, splitting it evenly into four parts. 

Then she simply opened her palm toward the sky, conjuring four small vortexes that 
brought down the four pieces slowly. 

'Damn! Not only is Nana's mana flow still superior to mine, but her skill level is above 
and beyond my expectations. I could probably achieve the same result, but I'd need 
both hands and something more than just a casual wave of the hand. 

'Now I understand why everyone in the village holds her in such high regard. She is 
likely to be the reason why the village ofLutia is so peaceful. If she can do so much with 
simple chore magic, I can't imagine what she can do with a real spell.' Lith thought. 

"Now is your turn. Bromann!" 

Another head of lettuce, another lob shot. 

Lith knew it wasn't a contest, he wasn't supposed to perform as good as Nana. 

Until Lith could get a clear picture of how much talent was considered good, how 
much to be considered a genius level, and how much for the "burn that monster" 
label, he had to play it safe. 

When the shot reached its peak, Lith made hands signs with both hands shouting 
"JorunI", conjuring four ice darts, two per side. When the lettuce started to fall, he 
used "Brezza" to cut it unevenly in half, using Brezza again to summon two vortexes 
to bring the pieces down. 

Once again, they were rotating in opposite directions. The slowly spinning lettuce 
highlighted the phenomenon. 
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'In for a penny in for a pound. They already know I can do it, if I have to entertain the 
Count, I might as well do it with a little swag.'Lith thought. 

The crowd exploded into applause, soon joined by an ecstatic Count Lark who still 
could not believe his own eyes. 

Nana sent Lith away to his parents, reassuring him that she would keep her side of 
the bargain, before speaking to Ricker Trahan again. 

"And that, young man, is what real talent for magic looks like!" 

Ricker could not hear her, though. Back when Nana had shown her skill, he had 
fainted standing up. 

His mind could not accept that all the certainties he had grown up with, had proven 
to be nothing more than convenient lies. 
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CHAPTER 20 
AMBUSH 


After the end of the spring festival, nothing major happened, and Lith's life returned 
to his usual routine. 

Solus proved to be of invaluable help for Lith's magical training. Despite having lost 
all of her past knowledge and being quite naive in the ways of life, she was by far the 
brighter of the two. 

Solus was not limited to the humans' five senses, but actually had twelve. Solus was 
certain that by regaining her powers she would be able to awaken even more. 

Solus' sense of mana helped Lith to better understand the laws of magic that 
determined innate talent the mana capacity. 

Her mana sense was similar to Lith's Life vision, only more precise and accurate. 
Solus could actually see the mana flowing from blades of grass and even pebbles. 
When looking at someone, she was immediately able to grasp their magic talent. 

Even more important, she was able to use her mana sense on Lith's memories. 
According to Solus, all the information needed to use mana sense was also contained 
in the visible spectrum, but humans lacked the means to interpret them. 

'When you were on Earth, you had no mana core. Your native world had no mana at all. 
The same thing happened on the alien spaceship. 

'But when you were born here, you started with a very small blood-red mana core. By 
absorbing and processing the world energy with your breathing technique, you 
managed to develop it from red to orange.' 

'Four years of unrelenting practice just to promote it to the next rank?' Lith was quite 
depressed by the news. 

'Not quite. Your mana core also keeps changing and developing as you grow up, and 
this happens to everyone else too. At the moment of your birth, Tista's mana core was 
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already field poppy red, and turned brighter every year. 


'Right now it's light orange, and it would not surprise me if after her final growth spurt 
it turned yellow, or even green. She seems to be fairly talented in magic.' Solus said. 

'And where does that leave me?' Lith kept feeling worse about himself 'Am I really a 
complete failure in everything? Looks, talent, can't I do one thing right?' Lith thought. 

'Stop moping around and listen to me. You keep forgetting that you are two years 
younger and I have no idea if males and females develop their mana cores at different 
rates. 

'Also, the constant use of Accumulation makes it hard for me to understand how good 
your base talent is. After every cycle of expansion and compression, your mana core 
would turn one shade brighter. 

'Every time you expel impurities from your mana core, it skips to the next level. Right 
now, it's deep green.' Solus said. 

'Is it just me, or does the mana core strength seem to be somehow related to the light 
spectrum?' Lith pondered. 'A prism can break down white light in its basic 
components: red, orange,yellow, green, cyan, blue, purple.' 

'Agreed.' Solus mind nodded. 'But it could also somehow be related to fire. Flames 
follow the same principle. A yellow star is colder than a green one and so on. Our real 
question is: Is the final step for a mana core to turn purple or white?' 

Lith shook his head. 

'I'm starting to get a splitting headache. We'll face this as I did for college back on 
Earth: one exam session at a time. Even back then, if I started to think about all the 
exams that I had to pass to get my degree, only to start right back for my masters, I 
would fall into a deep depression.' The memory made him shudder. 

'Let's focus on the present. I'm deep green, what about Nana?' 

'She is the only person with a light cyan mana core. To be born with such a talent, she is 
really impressive.' 

'Is there anyone else talented in the village?' Lith had to be aware of the possible 
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competition. 


'No. The ill kid count Lark brought along had a bright yellow mana core, but I don't 
think he lives close by.' 

Lith sighed, all that information was quite overwhelming for him. For so many years 
he had deluded himself into thinking that he was special, stronger than anyone else. 

Now he felt like the proverbial frog in the well, finally discovering the vastness of the 
sea. 

'Enough moping around, let's roll up our sleeves and work hard. Nothing that's worth 
having comes easy.' 

Lith and Solus kept practicing together for the whole year, growing closer and closer 
like fraternal twins. 

Lith's birthday was in the fall, but all major activities in the village would be 
suspended until the next spring. Since Nana's offer was to replace the two years of 
public schooling with an apprenticeship, Lith had to wait until spring to begin his 
magical education. 

In late winter the weather cleared, and the trades between the village and the 
farmhouses became more and more frequent. 

Thanks to this, Nana was able to let Lith know the date she had set for the start of his 
apprenticeship. She had entrusted the message to one of his neighbors that had 
come to her to heal a nasty wound suffered while repairing the roof. 

When the day came, Lith woke up early, determined to keep his routine of cleaning 
both his house and Selia's before going to the village. 

The huntress had done so much for him that Lith considered her as an aunt. A stingy, 
nagging aunt who would make rip-off deals, but an aunt nonetheless. 

That morning the house was in turmoil. All his loved ones were so excited at the idea 
of having a future mage in the family, that they could barely eat their breakfast. They 
would rather spend all their time and energy giving him unwanted and obvious 
advice. 
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"Don't be late. It's better to be a little early rather than to show up late." Raaz said. 


"Be obedient and respectful. Nana is giving you a great chance!" Elina said. 

The reason everyone was so on edge was that they considered the first day to be of 
vital importance and Lith had to go to the village alone. 

The house was in dire need of repairs. With Orpal gone, they needed all hands on 
deck to take care of the fields and animals. 

Lith didn't mind it at all, it was just a thirty minute walk that he had done countless 
times. Raaz and Elina, though, felt like they were abandoning their child in his hour 
of need. 

Lith rushed out of his house, to escape from their barrage of worries. He was very 
calm about the apprenticeship. It wasn't his first rodeo. 

Yet they had managed to make him nervous like a teenager waiting for his first date. 
After finishing the chores at Selia's house and collecting his usual payment, Lith 
restlessly looked at the sun. 

'Dammit, it's still barely dawn. Here I was, shuddering in fear. I still have a lot of time.' 

Lith walked briskly toward the village hoping that, by the time he arrived, Nana 
would at least already be awake. Arriving so early to give her the wake-up call would 
have been quite embarrassing. 

When he had made it about halfway down the road, Lith noticed something odd. 
There was a horseman standing on the side of the road. 

It was already unusual finding a stranger so early in the morning, but what really 
alarmed him was that the man wasn't moving. Whoever he was, he was clearly on 
patrol. 

As soon as the horseman noticed Lith, he took out a silvery whistle from under his 
shirt and blew into it, emitting a high-pitched noise. 

Lith kept moving forward, but slowly, ready to react at any moment. 

Soon the scout was joined by four other horsemen, and they started trotting toward 
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Lith in an arrowhead formation. 


Lith stopped moving. He had many spells at the ready. 

"Kid, are you Lith? Son of Raaz and Elina?" Said the horseman on point. He was a 
middle-aged man, with brown hair and eyes. He had a perfectly trimmed mustache, 
and everything from his straight posture to his commanding tone identified him as a 
military commander of some sort. 

Lith looked carefully and noticed that all the horsemen had the same vibe, marching 
perfectly aligned. Yet they were wearing casual clothes. White shirts over leather 
hunting pants. 

'Isn't it a little early to go out without the matching leather jacket?' Lith thought. 
'Unless they need to avoid showing any household insignia.' 

"Who are you, mister? My mother always tells me that 1 am not supposed to talk to 
strangers." Lith decided to stall for time while he and Solus checked their 
surroundings for lookouts or possible reinforcements still in hiding. 

7 perceive only five human males with above average physical strength and deep red 
mana cores.' Solus reported. It was the same thing Lith had determined using Life 
Vision, but four eyes were better than two. 

"1 ask the questions, kid. Are you the Lith that is supposed to start his apprenticeship 
to day ?^^ 

Lith grimaced. 

'Whoever sent this hired muscle, knows way too much about me.' Lith thought. 

"1 am." Lith retorted fiercely. "And it's none of your business." 

"I'm here to give you a bit of friendly advice, son. Today you are feeling very ill, and 
it's best for you to go back home and stay in bed all day." 

Lith's anger started to grow and he didn't care about hiding it. 

"Tm feeling perfectly fine, thank you. Now scram!" 
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The five men lowered their hands to their weapons hanging from their belts, the 
reins held tightly ready to charge. 

"Last chance, kid. Turn back now. 1 know you have such a pretty house and such a 
beautiful mom. Not to mention two gorgeous sisters ripe for the taking. It would be 
really sad if something bad happened to them." 

Lith released such a powerful killing intent aura that the horses took a step back. His 
mana and hatred seethed together generating the equivalent of an aura of fear. The 
hair on the back of the riders' necks suddenly stood up. 

"1 wanted to play this nice and slow, but 1 just changed my mind." 

With a sweep of his right hand, five wind blades struck the horses' legs, making them 
whine in pain and collapse on their sides. 

"Now you cannot retreat anymore." 

The man with the mustache and his right-hand man managed to dismount with a 
roll, avoiding getting crushed by the falling horse. The other three weren't so skilled. 

"Kill him! Go! Go! Go!" 

"Kneel!" Lith's voice was cold, his words fell on the two men like boulders, making 
them instantly fall on their knees. 

Lith's spirit magic was stronger than ever, and he wasn't holding back even one bit. 

"What the heck? Sarge, 1 can't get up!" Screamed the right-hand man struggling on 
the ground. 

"1 never allowed you to talk or to look at me. 1 said kneel!" Another wave, even 
stronger than the previous one, pushed their heads toward the ground. 

Despite dropping their weapons to absorb the impact with their hands, they still hit 
the ground so hard that they started to bleed. 

"Much better. Now let me dispose of the garbage before resuming our talk." Lith 
walked over to the closest horseman. He was still under his horse, his leg was stuck 
and broken, making him scream and wince in pain. 
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With a wave of his hand, Lith turned his head 180°. The rider's neck snapped like a 
dry log tossed into the fire. 


"Stay away! Stay away from me, monster!" Screamed the next in line, crying in 
desperation. 

"Am 1 a monster? Was it not you who was ready to burn a house full of innocents, to 
r*pe a barely eight year old child?" Without waiting for his reply, Lith clenched his 
fist, distorting the man's head before making it implode like a walnut. 

"Please, please! It's not my fault! Have mercy! 1 was just following orders!" Said a 
blonde, handsome youth trying to free his trapped leg. 

"Just following orders... 1 could lecture you about the many atrocities that men like 
you did with such an excuse. But you see, I'm just the same. I'm just following orders 
too! Mine to be precise!" A firebolt struck both horse and rider, turning them into a 
pyre that screamed in agony. 

Lith returned to the kneeling men. They were still struggling to escape his control, 
their faces pale as ghosts, gritting their teeth while exerting every ounce of their 
strength. 

"Tm sorry." Lith said with a cherubic smile while letting them raise their heads. "But 
my Puppet Master spell isn't so simple. It takes more than a touch of strength and a 
spoonful of wishful thinking to escape from it." 

The two men wanted to beg for mercy, but their mouths refused to open. It was like 
their teeth were fused to each other. 

"Now, 1 have good news and bad news. The bad news is that 1 don't need both of you. 
Between the pack leader and a lackey, the choice is obvious. The good news is that 1 
allow you to speak. Any last words?" 

"Please, don't! 1 just married, 1 needed the prize money from my Lord! My wife is 
expecting a child! 1 could not afford to lose my position." 

Lith emitted a cruel, joyless laugh. 

"We'll have to agree to disagree. You say wife, yet all 1 can hear is a widow." 
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Lith put his left hand on the man's head, turning it into a block of ice. 


It fell to the ground, shattering into countless shards of bone, skin, and brain matter. 

The man with the moustache started to puke uncontrollably, but his mouth was still 
shut tight. Some barf managed to escape from his nose, the rest he was forced to gulp 
down over and over, to avoid choking. 

Lith raised his right hand, making the man with the mustache float in mid-air upside 
down, so that he could look him straight in the eyes. 

"Now, you have only two choices. You can tell me what 1 want and die without 
suffering too much. Or you can keep resisting, suffering through unimaginable pain 
and agony before telling me what 1 want to know. You have free will after all." 
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CHAPTER 21 
TRUTH 


At those words the man steeled his resolve, recovering the courage worthy of a 
soldier that had looked death in the eyes many times on the battlefield. 

When Lith allowed him to speak, he wasn't afraid anymore. 

"1 am a knight, my honor lies with my Lord! 1 will never betray his trust, you filthy 
mongrel!" 

"Oh my, you're so helpful! Thanks to your friend there, 1 already knew there is a Lord 
behind the ambush. But 1 thought you were just mercenaries. Are you telling me you 
are actual knights? Maybe his personal guard?" 

Realizing his mistake, the knight bit his tongue, literally, trying to die before letting 
anything else slip out of his mouth. 

"Tsk, tsk! Not so fast!" 

Lith froze him in place again, forcing the knight's teeth away from his tongue before 
healing it with light magic. 

"You are way dumber than you look." Lith never stopped smiling, talking to him with 
the calm and collected manner that a mother would use with a small child. 

"I'll spell it out for you. Not even death can save you from me. 1 can take you apart, 
piece by piece, and then put you back together, like the flesh puppet you are." 

Lith's eyes lost any trace of humanity, his voice exuded only hatred and rage. 

"Yet if it's pain that you want, 1 can give you plenty." 

Lith clenched his fist, and suddenly the knight felt his nether regions squeezed and 
crushed, like they were in a vise. The knight's eyes filled with tears, his mouth was 
only able to emit gargling sounds. 
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Lith would open his hand from time to time, giving the knight some rest, before 
twisting and turning his hand again, making spirit magic do the same to the knight's 
gonads. 

"Are you ready to talk?" The knight was still in so much pain he could barely 
understand Lith's words. 

"No? Not a problem, 1 just wanted to test my new and improved Plague Arrow." 

After a bolt of darkness hit the knight in his chest, Lith released him from the Puppet 
Master spell, letting him sprawl on the ground. 

"One." 

Before the knight could start looking for his weapon, he found himself shivering in 
cold, while his teeth rattled uncontrollably. 

"Two." 

He curled up in a fetal position, hugging himself and trying to find some precious 
warmth. 

"Three." 

Suddenly the cold was gone, the knight started sweating bullets. He felt terribly hot, 
like when he had been forced to stay on guard for hours under the scorching 
summer sun. 

"Four, five." 

He felt like he was suffocating, so he tore away his shirt, gasping for air. The knight's 
throat was so parched that he started gulping down handfuls of snow, thanking the 
gods for its fresh relief. 

"Six, seven." 

Then it was like his blood had started flowing in reverse, all his body was coursing 
with pain. The whole world had become the knight's enemy. The ground hurt his 
skin, the snow was like sandpaper in his throat, the light felt like it was piercing his 
eyes. 
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There was no safe position he could find, he could only switch from one torture to 
another. 

"Eight, nine." 

The knight's veins were full of poison, his own saliva tasted like acid. The knight 
started to puke uncontrollably until nothing but bile remained inside his intestines. 

"And ten! Ready to talk now?" Lith dispelled the Plague Arrow using light magic. 

"Please, no more. No morel If you waste any more hours you'll play right into their 
hands!" The knight was barely alive, but at least he had a sliver of hope. By enduring 
all that torture he now had a bargaining chip. 

"Hours?" Lith laughed. 

"1 killed your soldiers in what, three minutes? Barely another minute has passed 
since you told me about your knighthood. Even rounding that up, it makes five 
minutes at worst. What hours are you talking about?" 

The knight was shocked, that couldn't be right. He looked at the sun, searching for 
proof to expose the lie for the cruel joke that it had to be. 

Yet the sun was still rising over the horizon. 

"Gods have mercy, how can all that pain and misery last a minute? It seemed hours 
long." 

"You really are stupid." Lith paralyzed him again. "It's a minute from the moment you 
tried to bite your tongue off. The Plague Arrow lasted barely ten seconds. Didn't you 
hear me counting out loud?" 

'It seems that the Plague Arrow distorted his sense of time.' Solus was studying the 
specimen's body reaction to the new spell. 'His lack ofmana must have allowed the 
dark energy to reach his brain, altering his perceptions.' 

Lith was on cloud nine, it was all too perfect. 

"I'll only ask you once more. Are you ready to talk?" 
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The knight's mind broke down, forgetting all about his vows and his honor. All he 
wanted was the pain to stop. Even death seemed alluring in comparison. 

So, he told Lith everything. About how after being humiliated during the spring 
festival, Ricker Trahan had reconsidered Nana's worth. 

He had understood how lacking his preparations were, and he had become 
determined to be Nana's only apprentice. 

After taking the matter to his father. Baronet Trahan had explained to his stupid son 
the enormity of his mistake. Nana held a huge grudge against nobles, and since they 
had started off in the worst possible way, begging or bribing her would be useless. 

The only option available was to remove the competitor from the picture, hoping 
that Nana would be willing to replace one pupil with another who was more reliable. 

The reason they ambushed Lith was the same reason that prevented Baronet Trahan 
from coercing Nana to do his bidding. He could not afford to make her angry, 
otherwise the whole Trahan household would be wiped out. 

Despite how Nana's fallen status in the Mage Association had stripped her of most of 
her privileges and authority, she was still a member nonetheless. 

In the County of Lustria, she held authority equal if not superior to that of Count 
Lark himself, and that meant that she was free to execute lesser nobles like them on 
a whim. 

Nana would not even need to justify herself for such an action, just explain her 
reasons to the association by writing a letter. A mere formality. 

That was why Baronet Trahan had sent his personal guard on an undercover 
mission. He had stressed countless times the importance of not creating a fuss. 

Nana should never come to suspect anything. 

Their orders were to make Lith give up on his apprenticeship by intimidating and 
threatening him. If none of the above worked, their job was to make him disappear 
without leaving any trace. 

'During the spring festival, Nana told me that powerful magicians are like nobles, but I 
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never expected that she was actually such a terrifying existence. Seems like my choice 
of becoming a mage has far greater ramifications that I had imagined. 


'Status of a noble, even a frigging Mage Association! All this stuff is giving me a 
headache. Now, what to do with this dirtbag?' 

It was a rhetorical question, but Solus replied anyway. 

'Disposing of the bodies would backfire on us. If we want to make this Baronet pay, we 
need the bodies and some proof that links him to the ambush.' 

'My thoughts exactly.' Lith mind nodded. 

"Last question. Where are the leather jackets with the Trahan family crest?" 

"W-we left them at home. We could not allow anyone to notice us, it would mean 
implicating the Baronet." 

The knight was terrified. Lith's eyes were turning black, glowing with dark energy 

"Wait! The whistles! We brought along the silver hunting whistles the Baronet gifted 
us when we swore our allegiance to him! They bear his family crest too!" 

"Thanks, a deal is a deal." Lith double-tapped the knight's head with ice arrows, 
killing him painlessly 

He then collected all the whistles from the dead bodies, taking care to erase the 
traces of his spirit magic. 

"Those twisted necks and imploded heads could raise way too many questions. Let's 
cover our traces. I simply need to cut off the former and freeze the latter." 

After that, Lith used air fusion to rush toward the village. Being forced to wake up 
Nana was now the last of his worries, he wanted revenge. 

Air fusion allowed him to reach a speed of 60 km/h [37mph}, so he arrived in less 
than two minutes, but once at the village's outskirts he had to cancel the spell. 

'/ can't allow anyone to see the fastest kid alive. Damn, I want those books so bad! I 
need to know if spirit and fusion magic are public knowledge or if they are still 
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unknown. I can't risk exposing my aces in the hole unless it's a matter of life and death.' 


Lith kept running until he could spot Nana's house in the distance. When he saw a 
luxurious stagecoach right in front other door, he pushed the pedal to the metal. 

"Lady Nerea, 1 beg of you, be reasonable. Consider the bigger picture!" 

Lith could not hear from that distance, and even if he could, he was too focused on 
closing in to pay any attention. Solus had no such problems. In the last year, she had 
not acquired any new abilities, but her senses had become much keener. 

"A farm boy has so many things to take care of. Magic is a strict mistress that 
demands time and resources, all things that my dear son can provide aplenty." 

"I'm sorry, dear Baronet." Nana's voice was polite but devoid of any warmth. Her 
hands were clutching her cane so hard they turned white. 

"A mage's word is her bond. I'll wait for Lith all day, if necessary. In my opinion, raw 
talent and a sincere disposition are much more important foundations for a mage. 

"Things that your son is clearly lacking. Or do we want to pretend that his rude 
words and acts during the spring festival never happened? 1 may be old, but my 
memory has yet to fail me." 

Ricker Trahan was pale as a ghost. So far, his father's plan didn't seem to work. They 
had spent the last half hour in a one-sided negotiation. 

If everything failed and Ricker didn't manage to enroll in the Lightning Griffon 
academy because of his rude behavior, he knew that his father would skin him alive. 

Baronet Trahan had invested countless resources to give his son all the books and 
teachers he could afford. 

The idea of all that money and effort, wasted because of Ricker's foolishness while 
dealing with the best mage in the County, was enough for the Baronet to disown 
Ricker. 

"Ah ah ah! Now let's not be so hasty. Lady Nerea. It's normal to make mistakes when 
we are young. The important thing is to learn from them and never repeat them. 


traitorAIZEN 177 I 698 



"I know that Ricker has quite a temper, and I apologize for his behavior. I can assure 
you he is terribly sorry for what he did." 

Ricker had never felt so humiliated. They kept talking about him like he was not 
there. 

"Also please, consider that punctuality and reliability are very important when 
walking the path of magic. Yet 1 do not see this Lith anywhere nearby, whereas my 
son is right here. 

"Don't you think that maybe a farm boy cannot understand the privilege you are 
granting him? Life in the wild is very hard on the young. 1 honestly fear that his 
parents did not have the opportunity or the time to impart to him a proper 
education. 

"1 can understand your position, you gave him your word and knew him for so long. 
But 1 can't stand the idea of such an opportunity wasted on someone that cannot give 
you the respect you deserve. 

"Also, 1 can guarantee you that if you take Ricker as your disciple, 1 will reward you 
handsomely. In case he gets admitted to the Lightning Griffon Academy, we will 
never forget your help and generosity. 

"1 am ready to commit as of now that if my son reaches the greatness he deserves, he 
will do anything in his power to clear your name. What do you say?" 

Nana snorted. 

"1 would like to say many things, but it doesn't seem to be necessary. The reason you 
don't see him is that you are looking in the wrong direction. Lith is the panting little 
imp right behind you." 
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CHAPTER 22 
ANNIHILATION 


At those words, father and son turned around just in time to see Lith rush past them, 
only stopping when he was standing in front of Nana. 

Only when he stood by her side did Nana see that Lith's body was covered in cuts 
and bruises. Some were quite deep, but they had already been roughly treated with 
light magic. They were still bleeding, but Lith's life was in no danger. 

"What in the gods name has happened to you? As far as 1 know, the roads to the 
village are safe." Nana did not miss the panic flashing in the expression of the two 
nobles in front of her. 

Lith was still bent over, hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath. 

'Was it really necessary to inflict all those wounds on yourself before coming here?' 
Solus asked, still worried about Lith. 

'No pain, no gain.' Lith responded telepathically. 'Coming out of a sink or swim fight 
unscathed, alone against five knights, would have been too suspicious. These wounds 
serve two purposes. 

'First, to make Nana angry enough to do what must be done. Second and most 
important, to avoid any further investigation. If there's anything this mess proved, it's 
that too much attention is bad. The higher I get, the more dangers I will have to face. 

'Right now, I have no backer. All that stands between my family and the Baronet is 
Nana. I can't protect them all the time. It was a stroke of luck that they decided to only 
target me. 

'In the future, I must be careful that I don't cross the wrong people, at least until I get 
enough power or backing. I don't care about magic or wealth if I don't have anyone to 
share them with. No one will ever be taken away from me. Never!' 

The whole conversation with Solus lasted for barely a second. 
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Still panting and wheezing, Lith told her about the ambush. 


"When 1 was coming here, five horsemen tried to coerce me into giving up on my 
magic schooling. When 1 refused to submit, they tried to kill me! Thank the gods 1 
managed to kill their leader before they got too close. 

"With him dead, their formation fell in disarray and 1 managed to kill them before 
they killed me." Lith sniffled. He covered his eyes with his hand and pretended to be 
fighting back tears. 

"Gods, 1 don't know how 1 managed to do it. It's all a blur." 

Nana performed a skillful series of hand signs before saying "Vinire Lakhat!" 

A warm sphere of light magic enveloped Lith's body, healing all his injuries. 

"That's enough, Lith. 1 can easily imagine the rest." Nana caressed his head, trying to 
comfort him. 

"You did your best to treat your wounds before rushing here to warn me about this 
scum noble." She raised her cane, pointing it toward the Baronet's face in an 
intimidating manner. 

"Please, Lady Nerea, don't rush to judgement, 1..." 

"Enough with your fake sycophancy!" Nana was bursting with rage. 

"Do you want me to believe that all your talk about respect and punctuality and the 
attack on the boy's life happening today, at the same moment, is just a sheer 
coincidence? How stupid do you think 1 am?" 

Baronet Trahan knelt down, his hands on the floor in submission. 

"Please, Lady Nerea, believe in my good faith. 1 know nothing about it. The kid is still 
scared and traumatized, maybe his memory about the assault is confused. Also, he 
doesn't have any proof. Don't make hasty decisions before considering all the facts." 

The sight of his father, kneeling to a commoner, shocked Ricker deeply. Yet he kept 
enough of his cool to remember what was at stake. He knelt too, begging for mercy. 
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"Good faith my wrinkly a*s! I have met enough nobles to understand how your kind 
thinks, and how cheaply you value a commoner's life. 1 think..." 

Nana stopped talking, Lith was tugging her arm repeatedly. She knew he was smart 
enough to understand that she was fighting for him. Lith must have had excellent 
reasons for interrupting her like that. 

He was showing her five silver whistles, one of which had burnt marks. Nana took 
one and started examining it. 

She barely needed a second to recognize the Trahan family crest engraved on its top. 

"Well done, Lith." She whispered. "Even in the face of danger, never let your emotions 
cloud your judgment. That's the way of a true mage." 

She was kindly smiling at him, like a grandmother proud other grandson's 
achievements. Then, while keeping her back to the Trahans, she quickly performed 
some complex hand signs before whispering "Ekidu Ruha." 

Nana's eyes briefly glowed black with dark energy. 

Ekidu was the root magic word for darkness magic, like Vinire for light magic or 
Infiro for fire magic. 

She was casting a darkness spell, Lith couldn't wait to see its effects. At the same 
time, though, the way she used the spell threw him into confusion. 

'Why take the trouble of performing hand signs and using words? Nana knows silent 
magic, I've seen her do it already. 

Couldn't she just do it silently in front of them? I can't believe she is using a complex 
spell that requires that much caution just for those weaklings.' 

Nana turned around, poking both the father and son with her cane. 

'She has just hit them with her spe//.' Solus notified Lith. Everything had happened in 
an instant, without releasing even a magic spark. If it wasn't for Solus's mana sense, 
Lith would have missed it entirely. 

"Enough with this charade. Do you want proof? Is this proof enough?" 
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She shoved the silver whistle in front of the Baronet's face, who turned red, then 
white, and finally green. Baronet Trahan had to use every ounce of self-control he 
had to stop himself from start puking out of panic. 

"Now get out of my sight! If anything ever happens to my apprentice or his family, 
even if one of them breaks a fingernail, it's you who will pay the price." 

The two of them got back on their feet, running toward the stagecoach without 
saying a word. Lith was both shocked and disappointed by Nana's behavior. 

'So much for her hatred toward nobles. Who would have thought that after everything 
she went through, she would still be so merciful?' 

Nana went to the bakery, to talk to the coachman who was eating some pastries 
while waiting for his master. 

"Hey, kid" The man was actually in his mid-twenties, around 1,77 meters [5'6" tall}. 
He had blonde hair and a kind, perfectly shaven face. "What's your name?" 

"Andy." He replied while nibbling at a cream puff. 

"Andy?" Nana raised an eyebrow. "Gods be my witnesses, it's a really strange name." 
Andy shrugged. 

"It's actually just a nickname. Better than my real name, though. Many people found 
Hasa Diga Eebowai too hard to pronounce." 

Nana was flabbergasted. 

"Anyhow, what do you need me for. Lady Nana?" 

"You seem like a nice man, so here is some friendly advice. Bring your master back 
home as fast as you can, then find yourself a new job." She winked. 

Andy dropped the cream puff like it was hot, deeply bowing to Nana before running 
to the stagecoach. 

Nana returned to her house, opening the door to let Lith go inside. 
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"And now what?" He was barely repressing his disappointment. "Do we wait for their 
next move?" 

Nana laughed heartily. 

"Their next move? They will drop dead before arriving at their pompous home. What 
do you think that darkness spell was for? 1 just wanted to avoid making a fuss in 
front of the whole village." 

Lith suddenly felt very stupid. 

"Well played! This will teach them a lesson." He could finally sigh with relief. 

"Far from it." Nana said with an ice-cold tone. She went into her private quarters, 
quickly followed by Lith. 

Nana's house was really similar to Lith's, but the dining room was smaller, and 
instead of three bedrooms there was just one. The other two rooms were occupied 
by a study room and an alchemic lab. 

She went into the study room and opened one of the desk's drawers with a key she 
wore around her neck. Nana then took out a wrapped cloth, revealing a silver 
amulet. 

It had a nut-big gemstone in its center, with arcane glyphs engraved all over. 

Lith didn't need Life Vision to know it was a magical item. 

"This is a communication amulet. Every member of the Mage Association gets one. 
Now give me a minute to do a full report about Baronet Trahan's attempt on my 
disciple's life. 

"They hate when some small-time noble messes with us. Before 1 put this back into 
the drawer, their whole bloodline will be wiped out. That will teach all those damn 
nobles a lesson." 

Lith deeply bowed to Nana, inwardly apologizing for doubting her character. 

"Master, your disciple awaits your command." 
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The report was indeed brief. Once activated, the amulet generated a small 3D 
hologram of a middle-aged bald man, sitting behind a clean and orderly desk. 

All Nana had to do was to introduce her disciple, say the name of the noble, and the 
mage on the other side had already started giving instructions. 

Nevertheless, Nana gave a short description of the facts, showing the silver whistles 
as proof. Lith could see from the man's expression that he could not care less about 
such minor details. 

He still took note of everything, even somehow scanning the whistles through the 
amulet. 

After everything was said and done, Nana gave Lith his first assignments. 

"Start by reading 'The basics of magic'. It's the book you tried to borrow three years 
ago." Lith nodded. 

"Read it carefully, if there's anything you don't understand, feel free to ask me. In 
case there is a client, wait for me to finish. If there's no emergency I'll answer you, 
otherwise you will have to wait. 

"You can use my study. When you have finished with the basics. I'll give you your first 
tier one magic book." 

Lith ran back into the waiting room, fetching his prize. After sitting behind the desk, 
with the thick book in front of him, he could not avoid thinking back to all those 
years spent cramming during college. 

He was back to being a student, a familiar and reassuring feeling. 

Lith pushed emotionalism aside and opened the book, reading it from the author's 
foreword. 

"My name is Lochra Silverwing. 1 am known as the wisest sorceress of the Griffon 
kingdom, and also the only one of my generation to achieve the title of Magus..." 

"What the heck is a Magus? Isn't it just a synonym for mage?" Lith paused for a 
second, taking a mental note to ask about the mage' hierarchy. 
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“...I want to dedicate this book to all my female readers, in the hope that they can 
make good use of it and unleash their superior potential. 

"In a world scourged by wars waged by men, it's of the utmost importance for us 
women to keep our leading position in the magical field. Let our calm minds soothe 
the savage fury that dwells in their hearts." 

"What the actual f*ck?!" Lith cursed, jumping off the chair. 

He ran straight to Nana, the book still in hand, in dire need of explanations. 

"Sorry to be the one to break it to you, but it's the truth." Nana chuckled. 

"Like men are stronger physically, women are more apt towards magic. It's the 
nature of things." [see chapter 12 for more details} 

'F*ck me sideways!' Lith inwardly screamed, amongst Solus giggles. 

"Does this mean that 1 start right off on a back foot?" Was what he actually said. 

"Yes, little imp. Be it the Griffon kingdom, the Gorgons empire, or the Blood Sand 
desert tribes, usually women hold most of the key roles in the various mage 
associations. Even 1 never expected to have a male disciple. 

2Back when 1 attended the magic academy, 70% of the students were female. 1 don't 
think things have changed much. If you aim for the top spots, they'll be your fiercest 
competition." 

"Great." Lith felt dejected. He wasn't the kind of man to discriminate, he despised 
humans regardless of their gender. What dispirited him was the idea of once again 
being on the losing side of life. 

'Not rich, not talented, not handsome. I even managed to be of the fairer magical sex. 
Just splendid.' He thought. 

"There, there." Nana patted his head. "Don't be depressed. History is full of very 
powerful male mages. It's the talent that matters the most, not the gender. One day 
you could even become a Magus." 

"Oh, yeah. 1 almost forgot that was my second question. What's a Magus?" 
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CHAPTER 23 
TRUE MAGIC 


"The magic community is like a separate society and just like any society it has a 
clear hierarchy. First, there are normal people. 

"Anyone is capable of using chore magic, but their range barely reaches two meters 
[2.2 yards} and they are incapable of executing any complex task. They are not even 
considered people. Most mages refer to them as if they are cattle. 

"Then comes those like you, that can use all six elements and can perform complex 
tasks with magic, but lack proper magical education. 

"They are referred to as magico [males} or magica [female} and are the real 
grassroots of the magical community, from which mages can expect a magically 
talented offspring. 

"Even if it's considered uncommon, a magica can sometimes be accepted by a magic 
academy and become a full-fledged magician, like happened to me. 

"A magico usually becomes a medicine man in a village or city, depending on his 
talent. A magico becoming a magician is even more uncommon, but far from rare. 

"Terms like mage, witch, sorceress, and warlock are all just different words that 
identify someone that managed to enroll in a magic academy and complete the five 
years course necessary to be recognized as a true member of the magic community. 

"At that point, one just has to follow his ambitions. You can become the personal 
mage of a noble, if you enjoy life at Court. Others choose to devote their whole life to 
studying magic or creating specific artifacts. 

"As long as you don't do anything to contribute actively to the development of the 
Kingdom or the Mage Association, you'll always remain just a mage no matter how 
powerful you are or what you accomplish with your experiments. 

"Remember, no mage can be forced to share their spells or discoveries in the magic 
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field. Not even the King himself can openly violate this rule. But what you keep for 
yourself has no worth for society, hence it gives you no merits. 

"Only by sharing your knowledge or by using it to perform tasks from which the 
Kingdom or the Magic Association receive great benefit, can you be elevated to the 
status of archmage. 

"They are for the mages what dukes and marquises are for the nobles. 

"And finally, there is the Magus. A Magus is someone whose power is equal only to 
his outstanding merits toward the community and the knowledge he shared with the 
Magical Association. 

"A Magus usually ensures that those who come after him have a deeper 
understanding of magic, and the means to achieve better foundations than their 
predecessors. 

"A Magus is a King to mages and a god to men. Very rarely has there been more than 
one. Whenever any country has two or more Magi, it's considered to be in its golden 
age and everything becomes possible." 

Lith was far from impressed. 

"Basically, it's just a fancy title that some old fogey forces on you after milking you 
dry. 1 don't know if in the process of becoming a Magus 1 would just feel sad or 
simply lose all my self-respect." 

"You insolent whelp!" Nana was outraged by such disrespect. "Without Magi like 
Lochra and their legacies, people like me would never get the chance to pass the 
entrance exam of any academy, no matter how small or insignificant. 

"It would remain a privilege for those with an outstanding talent, or that come from 
noble or magic families. 

"Simply by writing that book, she willingly sacrificed a great advantage she had over 
all the rest other peers!" 

Lith shook his head. 

"1 see it differently. Master. In my opinion, you do have an outstanding talent. If in the 
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past even those gifted like you wouldn't be accepted, in the long term this would 
have led the magical community to dwindle, if not to completely disappear. 


"Being born in a wealthy or talented family only gives you more resources and 
schooling, but the talent is decided at birth. 

"Hence Lochra must have written that book not out of the goodness other heart, but 
to correct a dangerous flaw in the magical community. It's true that magic allows to 
beat quantity with quality, but with the old system, the number of mages would be 
insignificant. 

"Without people like you, maybe even like me, there wouldn't be enough new blood, 
and magic would sooner or later disappear. This is the reason why 1 can't see her 
book as a gift. She needed us, and badly." 

Nana opened her mouth to rebuke Lith, but stopped halfway. She pondered a while 
before speaking again. 

"Dammit, Lith, whatever your mother fed you as a baby, 1 wish 1 had it too when 1 
was your age. 1 never looked at it from this perspective, yet 1 can already sense 
enough truth behind your words to not dismiss them as children's babble." 

She sighed deeply with regret. 

"1 wish 1 was so thoughtful back in my days. 1 would have avoided so many stupid 
mistakes." 

'Yeah, sure.' Lith thought. 'An over thirty year old man that comes from Earth and is 
not able to see that much would be a complete idiot. Scholarships here or on Earth are 
the same. 

Either a way for the rich to get rid of some of their sense of guilt for being filthy rich, or 
the manifestation of their fears. 

'The fear of not having a doctor, a lawyer, or any professional help when they need it. If 
just having an offspring would suffice for their needs, they would have closed the 
schools centuries ago.' 

The door of Nana's waiting room opened, the first client of the day had arrived. 
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"Time to make some money. Do you have any other questions from the foreword?" 
She tried being sarcastic, but was still dwelling on Lith's words, so she lacked the 
proper tone. 

"Only one. 1 may need to take notes. Is there anything 1 could use to write?" 

"But of course." After confirming that the woman and child that just entered the 
waiting room simply needed a medical check, Nana politely asked them to wait for a 
minute or two. 

Nana and Lith went back to her study room, where she gave him a big, thick book 
with a red hardcover. Its pages were completely blank. 

"This will be your first grimoire. Treasure it dearly. Paper is rare and expensive by 
nature. It's sold by weight, and it's more precious than silver." 

Lith was stunned by such news. The book was twenty-seven centimeters [10.7 
inches} long, seventeen centimeters [6.7 inches} large and three centimeters [1.2 
inches} thick. It was huge. 

"1-1..." Lith stuttered for the second time in his new life. "1 don't know what to say. 1 
can't believe you would do such a thing for me. It must have cost you a fortune. I'm 
deeply moved." A tear appeared in the corner of his eyes. 

Nana laughed heartily. 

"Oh! Oh! Oh! So wise yet so naive. You bet 1 wouldn't! Money doesn't grow on trees. If 
it were for me, a few pages would have sufficed, little imp." 

The warmth in his heart died as quickly as it had appeared. 

"Then who do 1 have to thank for it?" 

"Count Lark, who else? That noble is a magic enthusiast. He sent it to me as soon as 
he was informed of your apprenticeship. Now more studying and less flapping your 
gums. You are here to learn magic, not to chat!" 

Nana left in a hurry, hoping to avoid her waiting room getting clogged up with 
patients. 
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Lith sat back behind the desk and resumed reading. Most of the contents of Lochra's 
book were old news to him. He had discovered them by himself through countless 
trial and error experiments. 

He could only sigh in regret. 

"If only 1 had this book as soon as 1 was reborn. 1 wonder how powerful 1 would be 
today." 

Whenever Lith would find something noteworthy, he would write it down in his 
grimoire. Lith could not trust his bad handwriting, so he dipped his finger into the 
inkwell and then used water magic to spread the ink on the page before drying it. 

The result was a whole page written with outstanding calligraphy, even copying 
illustrations when necessary, in perfect English. All in just a second. 

'Ah ah ah!' Lith inwardly laughed. 7 don't need a secret code. I am the only one that 
speaks English in this world. My secrets are safe with my grimoire.' 

'They would be safe either way. Don'tforget my pocket dimension.' Solus chimed in. 

'One more layer of protection never hurts. There is no such thing as too careful.' 

Lith found the sections about fire, water, air, and earth quite bland. He already knew 
almost everything written in the book, but he read every word carefully. 

Nana allowed him to read only until lunchtime. After that, he was forced to go back 
home and resume his previous routine, switching the hunting time from morning to 
afternoon. 

It took him three days to get to the juicy part. Lith was aware that, being a self- 
taught, light and darkness magic were his weakest subjects. They were the only two 
elements that didn't exist on Earth, after all. 

He spent a whole week on the light and darkness section, taking countless notes and 
finally understanding how shallow and rough his mastery over those elements was. 

'Amazing, simply amazing. It never ceases to impress me how profound Lochra's 
understanding of light and darkness is. Her description of the mana flow in the 
patient's body is just peerless. I would have never thought of that on my own. 
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'Only now do I finally understand why she wrote about them in the same section. Light 
and darkness are not separate elements, but two sides of the same coin. Darkness is of 
paramount importance for healing diseases and congenital conditions. 

'Once I have fully absorbed all this new knowledge, I might even be able to cure Tista 
for good. If I really manage to do that, I will rethink my views about being a Magus.' 

Lith read that section again and again until he became certain he had not missed 
anything. His magic power hadn't increased much, but his comprehension about all 
the six elements was now on another level. 

Lith was sure he would be able to achieve even stronger foundations, also improving 
his spirit and fusion magic. But with his confidence, new doubts also arose. 

'The more I learn the less it makes sense. How is it possible that with all this knowledge 
in her hands Nana didn't manage to cure Tista over the years? 

'Why did she need both hand signs and a magic word to kill Baronet Trahan and his 
son? A finger snap should have sufficed.' Lith wondered. 

Lith decided to postpone those questions until he had fully understood Lochra's 
book. Maybe he was missing some key elements, or maybe it wasn't as easy as it 
appeared. 

Nana was delighted to learn that he had finished the whole book in just a week, and 
immediately gave him his first tier one magic spellbook. 

"Let's see if you are good at practicing magic as you are with theory." 

Lith took the book from her hands, treating it like a precious gemstone that could 
easily break. He walked solemnly to his desk, opening the book full of anticipation. 

He would have never imagined being disappointed to such a extent. 

'What in Heisenberg name is this? Is this how a spellbook is supposed to look like?' 

'By my core, what is this cr*p?' Solus cursed for the first time in her life. 

Both Lith and Solus were too flabbergasted to make any further comment. So, they 
closed the book and reopened it again, discovering it was unchanged. 
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They had expected it to be filled with instructions about how a mage should 
manipulate the mana flow in their body, how to better connect with the world 
energy to obtain spells whose power was incomparable to those they already knew. 

Instead, all they found was an odd mix of a spelling book and a hand signs 
instruction manual. Not to mention that they already knew all of those tier one 
spells, just with different names that Lith had invented over time. 

"Blasting Sphere is just a Fireball, Piercing Ice is identical to my Frost Lance, if not 
worse." 

Lith went back to the foreword, noticing that this book had not been written by a 
Magus, and was just a collection of the most common spells. 

By reading the instructions for Blasting Sphere, Lith noticed how the author stressed 
out the importance of executing the hand signs in the proper order with precise 
movements. 

Even the magic word was split into syllables, to help the student learn the correct 
pronunciation and accent. After skimming through the whole book, Lith couldn't find 
any mention of how to perform them with silent magic. 

Becoming more and more confused, Lith went to Nana for advice. 

"I'm sorry Lith, 1 had forgotten how frustrating and painful it is going from the 
simple and easy silent chore magic to the much more complex real magic. Only tier 
zero magic can be silently cast. All the superior tiers of magic require both hand 
signs and proper spelling of the magic word." 

Lith's head was spinning so fast he had to sit down for a moment. 

'This makes no sense at all.' He thought. '/ use silent magic with my ice spears and 
fireballs all the time. I wouldn't be alive otherwise.' 

Then a sudden thought erupted in his mind. 

'Maybe I am special, after all. Maybe I use a different kind of magic because I came 
from Earth. Maybe I am some sort of chosen one!' Lith was both scared and flattered 
at the idea. 
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'None of the above.' Solus's words abruptly doused his enthusiasm. 

'Thanks for the vote of confidence. Much appreciated. What's your explanation then?' 

Lith could feel Solus's mind spinning so fast that it was hard for him to follow her 
reasoning. 

'If my hypothesis is correct, then you, like Lochra Silverwing and all the other past and 
present Magi, are one of the few people in this world to actually use true magic.' 
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CHAPTER 24 

TRUE MAGIC AND FAKE MAGIC 


'What do you mean with "true magic"?' Lith thought. 

'At this point, it's still too early to tell. Of course, if you are curious you can always look 
at my mind right now, but I don't know how helpful it would be.' 

Lith merged his mind with Solus, discovering she wasn't exaggerating at all. Her 
mind was full of 'ifs' and 'huts', constantly examining facts, revisiting memories, and 
making one speculation after the other before dismissing them. 

'What can I do to help you?' Lith asked. 

'/ need two things. First, all the books about the history of magic you can find. Second, 
we need to get out of here and do some experiments. I'll explain everything later.' 

Lith went to Nana, asking her for help. 

"Sure, 1 have a magic history book. But it's not such an interesting topic, so 1 only 
purchased one covering the last couple hundred years. Is that enough for you?" 

Lith shook his head. 

"Can you please contact Count Lark and ask him if 1 can borrow some more from 
him?" 

"You sure are an oddball. First you beg me to teach you magic..." 

"1 never begged. It's you who offered to teach me and 1 accepted." 

Nana pretended to not have heard anything and continued. 

"...and now that you get an opportunity to practice real magic, you want to bury 
yourself in history books?" 
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"After pondering about what you told me and what Magus Lochra wrote, I 
understood that I need to understand the past to comprehend the present and plan 
for the future." Lith improvised, digging up an old family motto. 

"Makes sense, sort of." Nana conceded. "I'll contact Lark via the communication 
amulet and see what 1 can do." 

"The Count has one too?" Lith asked in surprise. 

"It's not some sort of secret or anything. Nobles, merchants, soldiers, no matter your 
background, as long as you can afford the price, you can get yourself one." 

Lith thanked Nana before returning to the study room. The book was very detailed, 
recording both historical turning points and lore. 

Lith didn't know what they were looking for exactly, so he read carefully, skimming 
only the parts about conflicts between countries or Magic Associations. Instead, he 
focused on studying the life of influential mages, archmages, and Magi. 

After spending a few hours researching the past, he had already found a recurring 
pattern in the rise of the Magi. Some were recognized as geniuses at an early age. 

Most of them, however, had started being considered mediocre at best, never 
achieving noteworthy results until at some point when their talent simply 
skyrocketed. 

It usually happened between the mages thirty's and forty's year of age, well past 
their supposed prime and when the magical community had pretty much forgot 
about them. 

Of course, the author had no idea of what could have happened to cause such a 
drastic change, so he just presented the theories most popular at the time. Too bad 
that those paragraphs resembled more a work of fiction than history reports. 

According to some rumors. Magus Elista had married the god of magic in secret, 
while others claimed that she had found a mystical amulet from a lost civilization 
that was able to grant her unlimited mana. 

The same had allegedly happened to Magus Morgania and Frejik. An obscure start, 
followed by a sudden rise in power and glory, with no plausible explanation outside 
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fairy tales and divine encounters. 


'Could this be what Solus was looking for? Maybe what changed them wasn't some 
insane stroke of luck, but the discovery of the 'true magic' Solus mentioned before.' 

Lith was about to close the book, having ran out of Magi, when Solus stopped him. 

'Turn the page, please.' Lith had no idea why, but did as instructed. By quickly reading 
through the page, he noticed it was about some conflicts in a faraway place, during 
which several low ranked mages had died. 

Solus had him flipping every page until the book ended. 

It was already lunchtime, so Lith started walking back home. 

'Did you find anything important?' He asked. 

'Yes, I think so. I just need us to perform some experiments to put my theory to the test. 
If I am right, once you experience the difference between fake and true magic, you'll be 
able to understand my reasoning. 

7 hope that once you do, you can help me fill the holes I am unable to explain.' 

Lith's mind and heart were in turmoil, the road seemed to stretch endlessly in front 
of him. Even when he sat around the table together with his family, he was unable to 
hide his unpleasant feelings. 

'Dammit! Dammit all this cr*p! First my real origin, then spirit magic, fusion magic, 
and now this? How many secrets do I have to keep to protect myself from this world, to 
protect my family from me? 

'Couldn't I just find a magical hammer or something, granting me godlike powers? Or 
maybe just be hand picked by an ancient magician, to become the champion of order 
just by speaking one frigging word? Why does everything have to be so complicated? 

'I really love my family, except for Trion, but I can't be honest with them. At this rate, I 
will never have friends, a lover, or anything else. I will be forced to spend my life alone 
with my secrets.' 

'No. Not alone.' Solus's voice resounded in his mind, full of kindness and affection. 
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The tower core around Lith's neck pulsed, releasing gentle waves of mana that 
enveloped his body like a warm embrace. 

Lith's mood lightened a bit, allowing him to have a pleasant meal and conversation 
with his family, telling each other about their respective day's work. 

After doing the dishes, he was finally able to leave home and go to the Trawn woods. 
Lith had his own special glade, deep in the woods. A place spacious enough to train 
his magical skills without endangering trees or wildlife, away from prying eyes. 

Lith and Solus double checked their surroundings for intruders or magical beasts. 
Finding none, Lith could finally take out his grimoire from the pocket dimension and 
start memorizing the simplest tier one spell he had found in Nana's book. 

'We don't need something powerful or complex for our experiments. Only something to 
compare with your own spells. The faster you master it, the sooner we'll have our 
answers.' Solus explained. 

The spell was Piercing Ice, a watered-down version of the Ice Spears spell that Lith 
used against huge opponents like the Ry or the boars. Its magic word was "Joruna 
Lituh", with accents on the u for Joruna and the i for Lituh. 

The hand signs required to cast it started with the index fingers touching at the tips, 
before pulling them away, drawing a seven in the air with the right index finger while 
the left finger had to execute a mirrored movement at the same time. 

After that, the left hand had to stop, while the right index finger had to rotate, 
drawing a full circle before pointing at the target. 

The expected result was conjuring and shooting a giant ice shard against an enemy. 

"How can this thing be considered a simple spell? So much effort for so little return." 

At his first try, Lith managed to conjure some kind of giant fork that traveled forward 
for a couple of meters [2.2 yards} before crashing on the ground. 

'You did not aspirate the h.' Solus remarked. 

Then it became a boomerang that almost chopped his head off. 
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'It's Lituh, not Litiih!' 


After a series of non-life threatening failures, Lith had to admit he wasn't able to 
learn both the pronunciation of the magic word and the hand signs at the same time. 
So, he had to sit down and recite the spell until he got it right. 

After that, he had to face his poor hand-eye coordination head on. 

'That's not a seven, more like a one. Do the second line steeper!' 

'You are supposed to draw a circle, not an egg!' 

'Will you stop your left hand during the last movement, please? Otherwise we'll never 
see the end of it.' 

Failure after failure. Solus kept nagging in Lith's mind, correcting the many mistakes 
he made during each attempt. 

'Ifyou are so good, why don 'tyou do it yourself?' Lith rebutted, bursting with 
frustration. 

'Sorry I do not have a body. Not to mention I cannot perform any spell unless a) you 
first know how to do it and bjyou give me the permission for it.' 

It was a long afternoon for Lith, full of cursing, sweating and casting, not necessarily 
in that order, before he finally managed to get Piercing Ice right. 

He kept repeating the spell until it became second nature to him. 

7 can't believe I had to work so hard for the simplest spell I barely have an hour before 
the sun sets. Hey, Solus is it enough time, or do we wrap things up for today and go 
back home?' 

'It's more than enough. Tell me, how does it feel using magic that way?' 

'To be honest, it does not feel at all I'm so focused on all that cr*p that I can barely 
breathe.' 

Solus mentally nodded. 
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'Perfect. Now cast your Ice Spears spell, shooting only one spear.' 


Lith was so tired that he needed to speak the magic word aloud. 

"Jorun!" With a flick of his wrist, Lith conjured a slender, sharp ice javelin that struck 
the nearest tree faster and harder than the Piercing Ice. 

'Now focus, how did you do it?' 

Lith couldn't understand all those apparently stupid questions, but he trusted Solus 
enough to know she wasn't trying to just piss him off. 

'Like usual. First, I mentally visualized the effect of my spell, things like the shape of the 
spear, the trajectory, etcetera. 

'Then I used my mana core to generate enough mana to support my spell, taking into 
account the size of the spear I wanted to conjure and how strong I wanted it to strike. 

'Finally I projected my mana on the outside, mixing it with the world energy to have 
access to the water element and voila! Order up.' 

'Okay, now use Piercing Ice, again. This time do it slowly, try to feel how your mana 
flows according to the spell.' 

Lith needed a few tries before succeeding in the task Solus had assigned him, the 
result was astonishing. 

'What the heck? As soon as I start with the hand signs, a portion of my mana leaves my 
body. And there is more. The magic word determines how my mana interacts with the 
world energy, in this case the water element, while also giving the spell its shape and 
size.' 

Lith could tell that if Solus had a face, she would have had a smug grin from ear to 
ear. 

'You are almost at the finishing line. Do Piercing Ice again, but try making the ice shard 
bigger.' 

'/ can't.' Lith was flabbergasted. 'If I try adding more mana the spell becomes unstable 
and dissipates.' 
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Solus asked him to try generating a second ice shard, then to make the single shard 
faster and finally to alter its trajectory right after it materialized. Lith's answer was 
always the same. 

'/ can't. The whole spell is set in stone. Once I learned the proper signs and 
pronunciation, I became nothing more than a mana source and a targeting system. My 
mana core and imagination play no part in this type of spell casting.' 

Lith suddenly had an epiphany. 

'And that's why you consider it fake magic!' 

'Calling it fake magic is a little extreme, but for simplicity's sake let's call it that.' 

Lith could sense Solus brimming with pride. 

'Now I can finally share my theory with you. First of all, I'd like you to think back about 
all the steps necessary for you to use true magic.' 

Solus paused for a moment, giving Lith enough time to think. 

'What'syour point?' 

'My point is that what you so casually dismiss as 'usual', is actually a really complex 
feat, much harder than fake magic.' 

'Hmmm. Sorry, I still can't follow you.' 

Solus mind-snorted in frustration. 

'True magic isn't as simple as you make it out to be. It requires you to be aware of your 
own mana core and to be able to generate the right amount of mana for each and 
every spell Too much mana and it would backfire on you, too little and it would not 
succeed. 

'It also requires you to be able to project your mana outwards, reaching out to the 
world energy by yourself I doubt even Nana would be able to do that.' 

Lith found that last part hard to believe. 
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'When you put it that way, sure, it's not an easy feat. But is what everyone does with 
chore magic. What's the difference between true and chore magic? Why does no one 
else use it?' 

'The difference is in the amount ofmana required. Chore magic needs little mana, so 
you can use it even without activating your mana core, while true magic may require 
great amounts ofmana, according to what you are trying to accomplish.' 

Seeing as Lith was struggling, Solus started to use a monotone, lecturing tone. 

'Chore magic is the very foundation for magic, it teaches you everything you need 
except how to activate the mana core. Fake magic is like a crutch, a foolproof'magic 
for dummies' spellcasting method. 

'You only need to learn a few words and gestures and as long as you have enough 
mana, it does everything by itself. My hypothesis is that chore and fake magic are 
taught in this order as a training course towards true magic. 

'But only a few, like the Magi, understand that fake magic is not about finger 
movements and spell words, it's about perceiving the mana flow and learning how to 
control it. 

'Your breathing exercises are a crutch as well, but a good one, since they helped you in 
accessing the mana core and made you aware of the mana flow. Fake magic, instead, is 
a bad one, since it makes its users too reliant on its power. 

'Most fake magic users are so obsessed with details like hand signs and pronunciation, 
that they live their whole lives without noticing what lies beyond. Fake mages, 
especially those with great talent, become so complacent being able to do what no one 
else can, that they never stop for a moment to ask themselves why. It's kind of ironic.' 

Lith was astonished. Everything made perfect sense. 

'Ifyou had all this figured out, why didn't you tell me? What are those holes in your 
theory you mentioned earlier?' 

Solus was embarrassed, but she replied nonetheless. 

'Because I can't answer some key points of my own theory. If I am right, why is fake 
magic the only one available for everyone? Why do true mages kill whoever tries 
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spreading it to the whole world?' 


'Say what?' 

Solus merged their minds, showing Lith all the things she had noticed reading the 
history book. How so many theorists and rising mages had all died in accidents or 
mysterious circumstances, often right after announcing to the magical community a 
ground-breaking discovery. 

Others, instead, would be dismissed as frauds, before going mad and disappearing. 
Lith could only laugh his heart out. 

'Oh, my. Solus, you are so smart and yet so naive in the ways of mankind. The answer is 
really simple. Do you know why back on Earth we had traffic jams? Because everyone 
could get a car. 

'Would you really let any madman or any naive fool get his hands on this kind of 
power? Fake magic is a means to control the masses, it's not the final test like you 
think. 

'After one discovers true magic, the final test is demonstrating to be smart enough to 
silently join the club and reap the benefits. And if you don't like the club rules, the only 
way out is death.' 
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CHAPTER 25 

TRUE MAGIC AND FAKE MAGIC (2) 


When they finished comparing notes about Solus's explanation for true magic, it was 
already late. Lith had to rush to get out of the woods before it became too dark. He 
wasn't afraid of nighttime predators, his mother Elina, though, was another story. 

"If 1 come back too late. I'll get grounded for weeks. Darn it all, 1 hate curfew so 
much!" 

He did not want to come back home empty-handed, so he took a couple of fat 
blinkers he had saved for moments like that out of his pocket dimension. 

The next day, Nana informed Lith that the Count had agreed to help and that some of 
his best books were on their way. 

Lith was forced to pretend to still be engrossed in Nana's history book, it was too big 
to finish in one go. He spent that day abridging all the tier one spells into his 
grimoire, keeping only the name, hand signs, pronunciation instructions, and a short 
description for each spell. 

'/ don't need to waste precious pages on this stuff. I can fake the hand signs by moving 
my hands fast, but I still need to remember each new magic word when I pretend to use 
fake magic. 

'Also, if Nana wants to put me to the test, I need to show her my proficiency. Sigh, all 
this brainless memorizing will drive me crazy. The silver lining is that by learning this 
stuff I can predict an enemy's spell and counter it if necessary.' 

More than once, Lith found himself wishing Solus could move his body at will. She 
had a much better memory and it would save him a lot of time. 

The only spell Lith was really eager to try was the air magic Floating Body. With this 
incantation, one could make anything or anyone float in mid-air as long as whatever 
it was weighed less than one hundred kilograms [220.5 pounds}. 
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It had many uses, like braking a free fall, moving a severely injured patient without 
bumps, or moving without leaving traces and making noises. It was a vital spell for a 
hunter, no matter if their prey was human or animal. 

Floating was something that Lith had attempted many times on his own, but with no 
success. He could easily make others float with spirit magic, but not himself. It was 
really hard balancing his whole body while focusing on the spell. The same could be 
said about using air magic instead of spirit magic. 

A minor mistake would make him float upside down or make him spin like in a 
washing machine. Lith never managed to float properly, let alone move. 

'If Solus is right and fake magic is a training course, I can use this Floating Body to 
learn how to float for good. Then, the most natural step is evolving it into a flight spell. 

I can't wait to soar through the skies like my childhood heroes!' 

Right after lunch, Lith went back into the woods and started practicing. Floating 
Body's magic word was "Brezza Ri Lak", so he had no problems with pronunciation. 
The hand signs, instead, were quite complicated. 

Having learned from his mistakes, Lith first made sure he had got the magic word 
right before moving on to the hand signs. He took it slow and easy. He didn't need to 
learn how to fast cast it, he only needed the spell to learn how to distribute the 
energy. 

After only a few tries, Lith managed to cast the Floating Body properly. It was an odd 
feeling, much different from what he had expected. 

To float it did not require a single strong updraft, but hundreds of them at the same 
time, each one pushing upwards with the same force to keep the balance in check. 

'This is much worse than I had anticipated. No wonder I always failed in the past. Now, 
according to the book. Floating Body makes me weightless, standing in place. To move I 
need either external support or air chore magic.' 

Lith conjured weak winds, moving around like a toy drone. 

'This feels great! This spell has countless applications, I wonder why it's just a tier one 
despite being so elaborate.' 
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'Because it lasts only one minute.' Solus reminded him while Lith was already falling 
to the ground. 


After experimenting with Floating Body a few times, Lith used his own mana flow to 
replicate the spell. Soon it became apparent that he wouldn't be able to do it in a 
single afternoon. True magic, after all, was really more difficult than its fake 
counterpart. 

Angry and frustrated, Lith started grumbling non-stop. 

'It's all so annoying, having to learn two kinds of magic for every damn spell. I'm telling 
you, Solus, I have seriously considered using Floating Body instead. But if I am stupid 
enough to do so, then I would be forced to learn all its upper tier versions, and Who 
knows at what step actual flight may lay. 

'This way, instead, once I get some solid foundations, everything else should come easy. 
Or at least I hope so.' 

Lith spent all day and night practicing his new spell. Levitation, but when morning 
came, he had yet to succeed. 

The following day, a small crate of books was delivered to Nana's house, and she 
promptly handed it to Lith. 

"If they were mine, 1 would never allow you to bring them out of my house. But the 
Count explicitly told me you are free to bring them home as you see fit. Lark is a very 
generous man, don't abuse his trust." 

At first, Lith was really pissed off. He had completely forgot about his plea for help, 
and now he was flooded with useless books that he had to pretend to read. After two 
whole days as a shut in, his body was craving some action. 

Then, he noticed that there weren't that many history books. Most of them were 
biographies and autobiographies of past and present prominent mages, archmages 
and Magi. He finally had the information he needed about how much talent he could 
reveal safely at hand. 

Lith could finally see a light at the end of one of the many tunnels he was stuck in. So 
far, his apprenticeship had only added more problems to his life. Getting lucky for 
once, made him feel really good. 
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He took note in his grimoire of all the feats his role models accomplished and at what 
age they managed to do it. Then came the most serious part, deciding how far to 
push his act. 

'I'm of humble origins and with no backer. Mimicking a Magus is like courting death. If 
even revealing less talent than Nana brought a noble to try to kill me, showing so much 
skill would put me on the hit list of all the major families.' 

'Agreed.' Solus chimed in. 

'The best choice is to keep yourself below Nana's talent. If Count Lark starts protecting 
you, you can ramp yourself up to her level A male mage of that skill would definitely be 
noteworthy. From then, it's better to adjust your power talent based on how things 
develop.' 

'My thoughts exactly.' Lith mind nodded. 

During the following weeks, while at Nana's house, Lith and Solus split the tasks at 
hand. Lith crammed all the tier one spells while Solus would read the Count's books 
and take note of every relevant detail. 

Lith gave her control over both spirit and water magic, making it possible for her to 
flip books and write an appendix on the grimoire. 

During the afternoon, instead, they would try to make Levitation work. Little by little 
they were working out all the problems, sometimes even improving Floating Body's 
foundations. 

Lith completed Levitation after over a month of hard work. By that time, he had also 
already mastered all the tier one spells, but he was forced to wait. According to the 
Count's books, that was a feat worthy of a future archmage. 

So, he had to wait for another half a month before revealing to Nana the fruits of his 
endeavors. She was truly impressed by Lith's skill and determination. 

Nana had told him that back in the day she had needed less than a month to 
memorize all the book, and despite Lith being of lesser talent, he had managed to 
accomplish the same result with just two weeks of delay. 

Nana had expected that it would take him no less than two whole months. 
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Nana had offered for him to help her during the busy hours, and Lith gladly accepted. 
Until completing Levitation, he had not hunted for over a month. Not only was the 
reserve of game he kept in his pocket dimension almost depleted, but that huge 
break had also cost him a lot of money. 

Lith needed to make up for the lost time. Officially he only knew two tier one light 
spells, Vinire Rad Tu [the illness/injuries detecting spell} and Vinire Dan, a basic 
healing spell, capable of treating coughs, light colds, and not too deep cuts. 

Hence, most of the times he would only get the diagnosis fee since it would be Nana 
treating the patients. He would only get to heal minor injuries, yet his profits weren't 
that bad. 

Nana's business had deep roots, people from all the neighboring villages would come 
to seek her aid. 

By spending more time in the front office, Lith discovered that Nana was so much 
more than a healer for the people of Lutia. She was also their protector and the 
strongest law enforcer. 

Simply by living there, most bandits would avoid the village, and those who were 
brave enough to attack would quickly meet their maker before doing any real 
damage. Nana was also the shield for all the local merchants and population. 

No foreign merchant, young master or young mistress could bully the people of Lutia 
without incurring her wrath. Sometimes she would even be called to put an end to a 
drunken brawl. 

Lith found it hard to believe that she had such a disposition towards the people she 
served, always standing ready to intervene whenever it was necessary. 

One day, after Nana taught a lesson to a young noble and his bodyguards, who had 
believed that he could forcefully take any maiden that suited his taste, Lith decided 
to find out the truth. 

The old hag had already proven that she cared more about money than everything 
else. Lith had fallen for her kind act more than once, so he wanted to know what her 
real angle was. 

Being rude to his mentor was definitely a bad idea, so he went with a subtler 
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approach. 


"Master, I really don't know how to express my admiration for you. Taking care of the 
safety of the village, basically all by yourself, and asking nothing in return. It's really 
impressive of you." 

Nana laughed out loud, sounding ominous like the plumber, back on Earth, that Lith 
had once been forced to call during a national holiday. 

"You really are hilarious, kid. Sometimes you are so wise 1 almost forget you are just 
six years old. But whenever you come out with this nonsense, you really look like a 
naive child. Of course, 1 get something in return. Have you ever wondered why my 
treatments are so expensive?" 
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CHAPTER 26 

KINDNESS AND RETRIBUTION 


"Actually, yes. Many times. But 1 always thought those were the normal fares for a 
healer." The moment he said it out loud, Lith remembered how ignorant he was in 
the ways of the new world. 

"They are not." Nana shook her head. "Listen, little imp, in a few years you are going 
to get out of this village and face the world. Not everyone is as kind as your parents, 
and most nobles are not like Count Lark. 

"For the average person, life is hard, and most of the time unfair. Hard work means 
nothing without luck and opportunity. 1 am not telling you this to scare you, but only 
because 1 don't want you to make the same mistakes 1 made. 

"You need to wise up, so let me tell you a story. Once upon a time, a mage fallen from 
grace decided to return to her old village, to settle in and forget about her failures. At 
first, people were scared of her, thinking she would abuse her power and authority 
to settle old feuds. 

"But the mage was too tired and bitter for petty revenge, she only wanted peace. So, 
when she became a medicine woman, doing nothing but tending to the ill and 
wounded for a fair price, the villagers were really happy 

"And when they noticed that since her arrival brigands, merchants and nobles 
treated the village with much more respect, they became ecstatic. But bad things 
kept happening from time to time and the mage had no interest in playing hero. 

"So, the people in the village offered her a deal. They would pay her a certain sum in 
exchange for her help. Everything was perfect, and everyone was happy for a while. 
Then, the villagers, the only ones who benefited from her protection, decided to 
make a little change to the initial deal. 

"Sure, peace and quiet were doing wonders for business, and the presence of the 
mage brought so many people from the neighboring villages to get treatment, but 
that sum each year was a burden to their profits. 
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"Not even the fact that the County's most important noble had made the village the 
permanent seat for the local spring festival was enough to satiate their greed. 

"So, they decided to convince the local farmers that it was in their best interest to 
help the villagers cover the sum they had agreed to pay to the mage. You may ask 
how they managed to do it. Well, let's just say not by appealing to the goodness of 
their hearts. 

"They simply threatened the farmers to change the exchange rate of their goods to 
the point of turning their life into a nightmare. What could farmers do about it? 
Nothing. 

"They needed the blacksmith for their tools, the merchant to buy and sell cattle and 
crops. You can easily imagine the rest. Without the villagers, the farmers were cut off 
from the rest of the County. 

"By refusing, every single farmer would have to travel for days, each year, even to buy 
a new plow. Imagine how hard and perilous it would be, moving the cattle and the 
crops to the nearest merchant. All while leaving their family and fields unattended." 

Lith nodded, a ferocious expression on his face. 

"Let me guess. According to the new deal, every time the farmers needed the help of 
the mage, they would pay a share of the agreed sum." 

"Just like everyone else." When Nana had finished her story, she could read the rage 
and disgust in the eyes other disciple. 

"There, there, Lith. 1 didn't mean to make you angry. My purpose was to show you 
what normal people, even good people, do to each other on a daily basis. 

"We are good friends and all, that is until our pockets or families get involved, then 
one's own priorities come first. 

"Life is hard for everyone, but for mages, it's even worse. Normal people see them as 
monsters, nobles as something to control or exploit. 

"Remember, though, the worst always comes from your own. Even in the magical 
academy you will find hidden ranks and hierarchy. The competition will be tougher 
than you can imagine. 
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"The pressure both families and teachers put on those poor kids quickly turns them 
into ferocious beasts. They get measured, judged, and looked down upon for every 
mistake they make. 

"Social status, wealth, talent. The more they have the higher the expectations 
everyone burdens them with." 

Lith was feeling confused. 

"Are you saying that you want me to go easy on them? To not judge hastily? To try 
making friends rather than enemies?" He was inwardly scoffing. 

"Gods forbid it! The very opposite!" Nana yelled in desperation, flapping her arms 
like a hysterical bird. 

"1 already told you, you need to wise up. Don't fall for the first nice act someone 
performs. How do you think they will treat a dirty poor country bumpkin? 

"How do you think they treated me? At first, you will easily make friends with the 
students from the lower classes, but as soon as you reveal any talent, you'll only be 
surrounded by two kinds of people. 

"Those who want to destroy you and those who want to suck up to you. Stay away 
from the former, and even further from the latter. Otherwise you'll end up like me. 

"Naively believing to have lots of important friends, until you make one single 
mistake. Then they pile up on you like everyone else, leaving only scorched earth 
around you." When she finished talking, Nana looked really tired and bitter. 

She stared at the floor with watery eyes, seeming to have aged another twenty years 
in just a few seconds. 

Lith pondered for a while on her words, before giving her his answer. 

"1 appreciate the thought and will treasure your words forever. 1 also hope that you'll 
understand that your story kind of pissed me off big time. So, here is my plan for the 
immediate future..." 

When Nana finished listening to Lith's idea, she laughed heartily, going back to her 
old snarky self. 
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"That's what I am talking about. Good boy! My good sense is finally starting to rub off 
on you. You have my permission, but do it only in my absence. It would be bad for my 
revenue otherwise. 

"If anyone complains or tries to do something funny, I'll cover for you." 

In the following months, Lith had to prove his magical skills as a healer time and 
time again, before Nana gave him a tier two spellbook to learn from. This allowed 
him to expand his official skillset and be recognized by the people of Lutia as a true 
healer. 

Lith was finally able to enact his plan. 

Nana wasn't always at her home office. Sometimes she had personal business to 
attend to, but most of the time it was because she had to do house calls for patients 
that cannot be moved. 

During those times, Lith was in charge of everything. Those who could afford to, 
would wait for Nana to return. Lith was still a six-year-old after all, he didn't seem 
trustworthy enough to put someone's life into his hands without Nana's supervision. 

Emergencies couldn't be planned, so there was always someone desperate enough to 
come for his help. His first real patient ended up to be Lukah, Rizel's youngest 
brother [see chap 21}. 

He was just a toddler, so his mother, Lisa, had a terrified expression when she 
brought him in. Lukah was crying desperately, his left arm purple and swollen, bent 
in an unnatural angle. 

Lith hadn't even finished pulling the curtain to give them some privacy when Lisa 
laid Lukah on the bed and started to beg for Lith's help. 

"It's all my fault. I'm so stupid. 1 was cradling him in my arms while preparing lunch 
when he started squirming and fell. Can you please help my baby?" 

Lith quickly waved his fingers into a "Vinire Rad Tu!" A small wisp of light danced 
around the baby before penetrating his chest. The light spread throughout all his 
body, becoming dimmer around his chest and left arm. 

Immediately after, Lith faked a "Vinire Lakhat!" Guided by his willpower, the light 
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magic first dulled the pain, then it made the bone fragments reattach themselves to 
the ribcage and the arm. 

Lith activated his Invigoration breathing technique on the baby. He used the imaging 
it provided him with to make sure that the bones were perfectly healed and aligned 
before interrupting his spell. 

"He had a broken arm and cracked ribs, but now he's as good as new." Lukah was still 
crying, but now he was moving both arms. His skin was pink and with no traces of 
bruises. 

Lisa sighed in relief, thanking Lith with a deep bow before handing him the money. 

It was Nana's usual fare, four copper coins. Enough for a family of four to eat well for 
one day. 

Lith took only two, what she would have paid without the village protection tax. 
Seeing that she was confused, Lith whispered: 

"1 know about the deal with the villagers, and 1 am not Nana. 1 protect no one. Also, 
us farmers need to stick together, am 1 right? Please, keep your lips sealed about it, 
otherwise the next time 1 will be forced to ask you for the full price." 

Lisa was shocked, her eyes watery. She did not know what to say. 

"Then can 1 ask you to check my leg too? It's been hurting for a while, and the pain is 
not getting any better." 

"Is that how little Lukah managed to slip away?" Lith asked. 

"Yes. A few weeks ago, 1 took a bad fall while repairing a hole in the roof. At first, it 
didn't hurt much, and with a baby, we can't afford a visit after every small accident." 

Lith used Invigoration again, using the injury detection spell as a cover. 

'Holy cr*ap, her leg is badly cracked. It's a miracle she was still able to walk without a 
limp.' Lith thought. 

After healing her, Lith was conflicted about taking the rest of the money. He could see 
Elina in her. All the sacrifices his family had made just to keep Tista alive were 
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always vivid in his memory. 


Lith couldn't avoid empathizing with the daily struggles his neighbors had to face 
every day. It allowed him to perceive them as real people, just like him, instead of 
dismissing them as trash, like he always did with those he killed in the past. 

Luckily, Lisa made the choice for him, handing over the money and opening the 
curtain before he could say a word. 

'What a proud woman, truly deserving of my respect. Next time she comes, I'll perform 
the healing while checking up on the wound, so she won't get to pay.' 

Those four copper coins were the heaviest Lith's hand had ever held. Lisa's family 
would have to skip a meal or two to cover for that expense. 

From that day onward, Lith would do the same thing for all farmers, always 
prompting them to silence. Soon his reputation grew wildly outside the village's 
borders. 

Inside those same borders, though, things were quite different. 

On another occasion, when Nana had been called away, another kind of patient 
walked in. It was Renkin, the merchant and richest man in the village. Renkin barged 
in while carrying his son on a makeshift stretcher, with the help of one of his 
assistants. 

"Nana! Where in the nine hells is that wretched healer when you really need her?" 

"She is away at the moment." Lith moved forward, making way for the stretcher. The 
boy was around fifteen years old, his black hair stood out on his pale face. He was 
bleeding from his leg, despite the wound being tightly wrapped up. 

"Where is she?" Renkin yelled. 

"The men repairing the Colen bridge had an accident. She will be back in the 
afternoon at the earliest." 

"You idiot, can't you see that my son is dying? 1 don't have that much time!" 

Lith snorted in annoyance. 
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"If you have to yell and be rude, there's the door. If you want me to take care of 
him..." Lith extended his right hand while pointing with the left at a sign on the wall 
that said: 

"Payment up front. No refunds." 

"Pay you? What are you, four?" 

"Almost six and a half. Again, if you aren't going to pay, make space for real clients. If 
you want miracles, feel free to pray, but do it outside." Lith's tone was stone cold. 

"Okay, okay!" Renkin gave up. "Here is your god damned four copper coins." 

"Eight." Lith stopped him before he could take the money out of his pouch. 

"That's clearly a deep wound, requiring two tier two spells, if not even a tier three. 
Either way, the price is set to eight copper coins." Lith pointed to another sign, 
stating the prices: 

"Check-up: 1 copper coin. Tier one spells: +1 cc. Tier two spells: +3 cc. Tier three 
spells: +7 cc." 

"Those are Nana's prices! You are not Nana!" 

"Really?" Lith mimicked his Master's crabby tone. 

"What gave me away? The age? The height? The gender? You are really perceptive, 
worthy of a merchant." 

Renkin was choking on his own anger. Such an arrogant little brat! 

"I meant that you shouldn't ask so much! Didn't your Master tell you about our 
agreement?" 

Lith just pointed to the end of the second sign, where "No discounts, ever" was 
written in big bright red words. 

"Don't you have a heart? How can you ask so much? You are so young and 
inexperienced, after all!" In all his years as a merchant, Renkin was proud to have 
never overpaid for any product. He was determined to get a discount at all costs. 
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"I could argue that I don't think you ever gave a discount to someone just for 
pointing out your age or likeability. 

"Also, which one of us his bargaining for his son's life? 1 doubt all the healing magic in 
the world would do him any good once he bleeds out." 

Finally remembering his beloved son Garth, Renkin finally paid the fee, letting Lith 
do his job. 

"What happened?" Lith asked after using Vinire Rad Tu coupled with Invigoration, 
sensing a deep cut wound that missed the femoral artery by an inch. 

"This blockhead and his idiotic best friend had the brilliant idea of practicing their 
swordsmanship with real swords, that's what happened." 

"He lost a lot of blood." Lith said after perfectly healing the leg. "Keep him in bed and 
make him eat rare meat." 

Later, that day, when Renkin returned to complain to Nana about her disciple, she 
laughed hard in his face for a whole minute, before shutting her door in his face. 


traitorAIZEN 216 I 698 



CHAPTER 27 
MERITS AND TRUST 


Two more years passed, Lith was now eight years old. During that time, he had 
mastered all the spells contained in Nana's books, which brought his official skill set 
up to the most common tier three spells. 

Books about superior tiers were extremely expensive, and Nana had no interest in 
acquiring them. She had her own grimoire, after all. The books she bought over the 
years were mostly for display, to show her clients what they could purchase. 

Yet while his skill in fake magic stagnated, Lith used those years to deepen his 
understanding of true magic. His grasp on its powers and foundations had improved 
greatly. 

By practicing true magic every day as a healer, he had gained such fine control on 
both light and darkness magic that he had finally acquired the necessary skill to 
permanently get rid of Tista's congenital condition. 

The problem was that despite all of his efforts, his mana core was not strong enough 
to perform the treatment Lith had devised. 

During those years he had used Assimilation whenever he could, guiding his mana 
core through multiple cycles of expansion and compression, turning it from deep 
green to bright green. 

Unfortunately, it was still green. Lith's impurities had yet to reach his mana core, and 
until that happened both his mana and body would not undergo qualitative changes. 

He had reached a bottleneck and had no idea how to overcome it. 

Solus too had changed quite a lot. She was no longer limited to her pebble form and 
could now turn into any shape while retaining the same overall mass. 

That allowed Solus to take the form of a smooth stone ring, that Lith wore on his 
right middle finger. 
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When she asked him why a ring on the middle finger, Lith replied with an odd short 
poem related to a green ring of power. It was something related to his childhood, of 
which he was really fond of. 

Along with some other power. Solus had also regained a new function, something 
that Lith called Soluspedia. It was another pocket dimension, but specifically crafted 
for books, maps, and all means to store knowledge. 

All the books that Lith stored in Soluspedia, he could consult with but a thought. For 
example, by storing his grimoire he didn't need to memorize the magic words and 
hand signs for the fake magic spells he had learned. 

Lith still had to practice the hand signs and pronunciation, but he only had to think 
about what he needed and he would recall everything down to the smallest detail. 
The same applied for maps, herbs and bestiaries. 

Lith had given almost everything he had earned as a healer to his family, allowing 
them to have a much easier life and accumulate a decent dowry for Rena and Tista. 

Whatever he kept for himself, he would use to buy the most detailed compendiums 
he could find about the most useful topics, like law, court etiquette, and even a 
vocabulary book. 

As long as they were in the Soluspedia, Lith knew them inside and out. What made 
him inwardly gloat, was the fact that he could buy even those items that were almost 
falling apart. 

That wasn't a problem for him. Just like for the pocket dimension, they would be 
frozen in time, and hence potentially last forever. 

After his eighth winter ended, Lith received a call from Count Lark on Nana's 
communication amulet. The event took him by surprise, the Count had never 
contacted him before. 

Having had plenty of video calls and job interviews on Discort and Skope back on 
Earth, he was familiar with that kind of meeting. Lith bowed deeply as a salute while 
cupping his fist. 

"Dear Lith, you are always so polite. No need for all the formalities, you are among 
friends now." Count Lark had a convivial and friendly demeanor, making him look 
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more like an uncle calling his nephew rather than a Lord. 


"Count Lark, to what do 1 owe the pleasure of this call?" Lith looked at Nana, who 
stood beside him, in search of approval. She nodded while staring at the magical 
hologram of the Count. 

"You have accumulated quite some merits, 1 wanted to know if you plan on using 
some of them." Merits were something that anyone who contributed to the welfare of 
the kingdom would receive and could be exchanged for privileges or commodities. 

A convict could have his sentence shortened by serving in the military and earning 
merits. A farmer could get more land for free, a scholar could get a recommendation 
for a government job. 

"Merits?" Lith was taken aback. "1 didn't do anything to earn such things." 

"Quite the contrary, dear Lith. Every year 1 receive hundreds of commendation 
letters from the farmers and their families, about the outstanding job you are 
performing as a healer." 

Since Lith had started to give treatments for half the price to the farmers, they would 
wait for Nana to leave the village before coming to her home office to receive medical 
care. Nana knew it and didn't care. 

They still needed her for the emergencies, and the house call extra fees covered 
whatever profit she may have lost. 

"A letter counts for earning merits?" Lith asked, still confused. 

"One letter, no. But dozens, hundreds of letters all about the same person for a 
prolonged period of time, of course they do. Do you have anything in mind the 
Kingdom can help you with?" 

Lith pondered for a while while accessing the law book in Soluspedia. Asking for 
more lands was akin to suicide. His family was already stretched thin and they 
couldn't afford hired help. 

The Kingdom would not trade merits for money, but Lith could still get the next best 
thing. 
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"Do I have enough for my family to be exonerated from taxes this year?" 


Count Lark dropped his monocle from the shock, his mouth ajar. 

"Taxes? Your family still pays taxes?" 

"Yes, we are law-abiding citizens, your Lordship." Lith was almost as confused as the 
Count, but with a better poker face. 

"I'll flay my accountant alive!" The Count jumped off his chair, his face red from 
anger. 

"1 told that incompetent fool to exonerate your family since the day Lady Nerea took 
you under her wing! 1 swear to the gods. I'll fire that man with such bad references 
he will never find another employer." 

Lith tried to calm the Count down. 

"Maybe it's for the best. I'd prefer to be exonerated because of my merits, rather than 
for being a magician in training." 

The Count sat back down, a perplex expression on his face. 

"Why? The result is the same, and you would get to keep your merits for future 
needs." 

"It may seem just a matter of semantics but it's not." Lith explained. 

"If my family gets exonerated, sooner or later it will come out, and what happens 
next will depend on the reason why we got it. If it's because of my status, in the eyes 
of the community it would be an unfair privilege. 

"That could generate envy and grudges. In such a tight community, it could prove to 
be toxic. Help and support from the neighbors are of paramount importance for a 
farm, and 1 will not remain here forever. 

"If we get exonerated because of my merits, instead, it would be something that the 
community has bestowed upon me, as a sign of gratitude for my good deeds. 

"Being able to somehow repay their benefactor, would make them feel happy, and 
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prevent them from harboring ill feelings." 


During the whole explanation, Lith was inwardly crying out of joy, congratulating 
himself for purchasing the vocabulary. 

7 can finally talk like I used to back on Earth. The inability to express myself correctly 
has always been such a burden.' He thought. 

"Magic is indeed the supreme form of art." Count Lark nodded in agreement. "Only a 
magician can be so wise despite being so young. 1 am honestly impressed." 

"A dragon whelp is still a dragon, after all." Nana chimed in. "The boy is not only wise 
beyond his age, but also is blessed by the light. He is talented enough to have already 
invented his own light spells. 

"Lith's skill as a healer is almost at the same level 1 had back at his age, and he even 
created some cosmetic spell for his sister. She has the fairest skin 1 have seen in my 
whole life. This is just between us, of course." 

Lith was smiling and nodding, but he was actually scared to death. Nana seemed to 
have seen through some of his deception. 

"Wonderful! Just wonderful!" The Count jumped off his chair out of joy, once again 
losing his monocle. "Thanks for your trust, Lith. 1 will keep your secret with me at all 
costs!" 

After the call ended, Lith stared at Nana, unable to express his questions out loud. 
She laughed out tauntingly as usual. 

"Don't be so shocked. I'm a mage too, after all. When some of your patients came 
back for a second opinion, after describing their injuries to me, 1 was bound to 
discover the truth. Some of those wounds were supposed to be beyond your skill. 

"As for your mother and sister, you just overdid it, little imp. Whatever you did, made 
them too gorgeous. 1 commend you for doing it slowly and over time, but whoever 
knows a thing or two about magic would suspect something. 

"The Count too would notice it, once Rena first and Tista later take part in the Spring 
Maiden contest. Or do you think he has acorns instead of eyes? It's better to play it 
this way. Lark is an honest man, the best noble 1 have ever met. 
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"If he thinks he has your trust, he will do his best to uphold it. You are still his 
precious pet project, after all. I doubt he would risk losing everything he has invested 
so far for such a trivial matter." 

Lith could do nothing but agree. 

"Master, you do not trust anyone, do you?" 

Nana snorted. 

"I barely trust myself. Besides, I am the only one who always fought for my best 
interests." 

Lith bowed deeply, his fist cupped. 

"Master, your disciple thanks you for your guidance and help. I will take your words 
to heart. 

In the following days, Lith couldn't stop blaming himself for making such stupid 
mistakes. 

'Dammit! Always sofiill of myself! I need to stop thinking I am always the smartest in 
the room. I can't keep screwing up on the small details, in the long run, it could prove to 
be fatal. Having such a bitter and cynic Master is a blessing in disguise. 

'We are basically two peas in a pod. She still suspects nothing, and I have to keep it that 
way. Having her by my side can help me grow as a mage and protect me from my own 
stupidity at the same time.' 

Aside from that, Lith's family got exonerated from the annual taxes thanks to his 
merits. As he had predicted, that caused only joy and happiness in the neighbors. It 
had happened thanks to them, after all. 

It was a slow day at Nana's house office when a pair of hunters barged in. Each 
carried another blood-soaked hunter on their shoulders. 

"A magical beast!" The first hunter shouted. "A magical beast is rampaging through 
the Trawn woods! Please, you have to save my men. That monster almost ripped 
them apart" 
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CHAPTER 28 
HUNTER AND PREY 


The people in the waiting room made space for the hunters while Nana and Lith 
quickly dismissed their previous patients, leaving the beds free for the wounded 
men. 

They were so desperate, that no one complained about Lith's age or diminutive 
stature. Before either of the two hunters could say anything, both healers spoke as 
one. 

"Close the curtains and let me do my job." 

They performed "Vinire Rad Tu", but rather than using it to find the cause of the 
affliction, which laid bare in front of their eyes, it was meant to check if there was 
any hope of saving them. 

Lith didn't even have the time to activate Invigoration, before noticing that the 
woman was already dead. He tried nonetheless, but there was no mana flow to 
manipulate, no life force to enhance with light magic. 

"I'm sorry." Lith said closing the dead woman's eyes. "She was already dead before 
you got here." 

Before he could continue with his bedside manners, to him Nana yelled: 

"Get here, quick! We can still save this one if we work together!" 

Lith rushed to the other bed, positioning himself at the man's feet while Nana moved 
behind the head. They both needed space to operate at their best. 

Nana was right, Invigoration could still feel a mana flow, despite it being weak. The 
hunter's wounds were very deep, Lith doubted that fake magic could help him. 

Fake healing magic would spread to the whole body, before focusing on the injury, 
and that caused it to need a few seconds to take effect. Even worse, the spreading 
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and focusing process would cause the spell to lose some of its effectiveness. 


True healing magic, instead, would directly affect the wound. Thanks to Invigoration, 
Lith was also able to pinpoint where to send the light mana with surgical precision, 
maximizing the potency of the spell. 

'Nana's specialty is not light magic, after all. If she called me, it means that she hopes 
my personal spells can save this man.' He thought. 

For a moment, Lith hesitated. He would have loved to have the time to ponder about 
the risk-reward ratio of that scenario. 

He couldn't care less about the life of a stranger, he was much more scared of 
exposing his secrets, losing everything in the process. 

'Screw it! Sooner or later I'll have to reveal my spells. I want to believe in Nana and give 
all this 'blessed by the light' cr*p a go. Play scared, die scared.' 

Lith performed quick hand signs, mixed with ninja hand seals he remembered from 
an old movie. He had prepared that choreography since the last conversation with 
Count Lark. 

"Vinire Eskla!" The light magic flowed straight through the hunter's blood vessels, 
repairing them and stopping the blood loss. With Nana keeping his conditions stable, 
Lith was able to bring the hunter to the point where fake magic could save him. 

After that, he had to lean against the wall and slide down to the ground. 

Lith was exhausted, he had never attempted something that required so much focus 
and mana for a prolonged time. 

'Damn my stupid green mana core! If it was already cyan, maybe I wouldn 't be forced 
to leave halfway through the procedure.' He thought. 

Luckily, Nana took all the credit for the success, relieving Lith from any possible 
questioning about his unknown spell. 

After taking her forty copper coins, she warned the hunters' leader. 

"He is alive, but barely. 1 don't know if he will make it or not. 1 can't even assure you a 
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full recovery. His injuries were too deep, we did the best that we could." 


"Forty copper coins, almost a f*cking half silver coin and that's all you have to say? A 
bunch of ifs and wishful thinking?" He yelled. 

Nana clearly understood that the man wasn't really angry with her or Lith. He just 
couldn't accept the loss of one, if not both of his friends. 

Yet she did not care. 

When it came to anger, Nana was second to none. She had been the scapegoat for 
others' misbehavior enough to last for a lifetime. 

"Listen to me, young man, and listen well. 1 dare you to find any village that hosts not 
one, but two healers capable of casting tier three spells! 

If you want certainties, go find Krishna Manohar, the god of healing! He lives in the 
White Griffon Academy, just five hundred kilometers [311 miles} from here! Now get 
out of my house, before 1 make you!" 

Even a grieving man knew that to further antagonize a mage whose eyes were 
brimming with power and whose voice generated wind was plain suicide. 

The two surviving hunters could only comply. 

While Nana was clearing the blood spattered around the room, Lith had managed to 
use Invigoration enough to recover some of his strength, so he followed them 
outside. 

Trawn woods was too close to his house for comfort. 

"Sir hunter, please wait!" They were already halfway toward the tavern. 

The hunters' leader really wanted to vent his frustration on the little pest, but he had 
regained enough of his cool to admit that the kid was blameless. If anything, he had 
contributed to saving the life of his little brother. 

That and he was still scared shitless of Nana. 

"No need for honorifics, young man. My name is Ekart Longran, and this is my sworn 
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brother Flek Irotia." 


"My name is Lith." The three men bowed to each other. 

"The man whose life you saved is my little brother, Otum Longran. If 1 can do 
anything to return the favour, you just need to say the word." 

"Could you please tell me more about this magical beast?" 

Ekart shivered for a moment, his eyes closed by the fear that memory generated in 
his heart. But he was a great hunter, who had danced with death countless times. 
With every passing second, he was recovering both his courage and spirits. 

"It's a huge Byk, do you what it is?" 

Lith nodded. 

According to the bestiary in Soluspedia, a Byk was a bear that had evolved into a 
magical beast. They were in tune with earth magic and in rare cases, also with fire 
magic. 

"It all started around a month ago. The farms on the east side of the Trawn woods 
were being attacked by a mad beast. At first, it would just slay some cattle before 
returning to the woods. 

"But then that harpy of Baroness Rath put a huge bounty on the Byk, in the hope of 
avenging her mad son. She believes he had fallen prey to the beast some years ago." 

'Rath.' Lith thought. 'The name sounds familiar.' 

'The psycho that tried to rob you of your bunnies.' Solus reminded him. 

"And that was the beginning of the end. After slaying some wannabe hunters, lured 
by the promise of easy money, the Byk got a taste for human flesh. From that 
moment, it started to hunt down its pursuers with elaborate traps. 

"When we understood how smart the Byk was, it was already too late. We managed 
to get away only because he was too engrossed in his last meal to chase us." 

Lith bowed again. 
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"Thanks. I live near the woods, and your information may have just saved my family. 
Consider your debt settled." 

Before he could turn around, Ekart grabbed his shoulder. 

"1 have been in this business long enough to recognize a fellow hunter when 1 see 
one. Listen to my advice, don't' go after it. That beast is unnatural. Not only is it 
smart and cunning, but it also moves at unbelievable speeds. 

"No matter how fast you run away or chase it, it keeps switching places, li-like a 
ghost. 1 know it sounds stupid, but 1 believe it to be a vengeful spirit." 

Lith thanked him again, before going back to help move Otum into one of the tavern's 
rooms and to clean the blood on Nana's house floor. 

When he finished, Nana handed him twenty copper coins, half the fee. 

"Go home and rest. You really are talented in light magic, but that spell is too 
draining for you. Use it only in case of emergencies." 

Lith nodded, but before going back home he needed to purchase some things. He 
kept discussing the matter with Solus the whole time. Facing such a monster without 
more than one plan and enough preparation was idiotic. 

After warning Selia, he spent the whole day resting and using Accumulation. In a life 
or death situation, even a small power-up could make the difference. 

That night, he slept for the first time in two months. Lith wanted to be at his peak 
condition, he wasn't willing to take unnecessary risks. He woke up before dawn, 
leaving a note for his parents. 

He then wore his brand-new leather hunter set, with metal protectors for the 
forearms, shins, and heart, his last line of defense in case everything else failed. Once 
outside, after checking there were no witnesses, he cast the Soaring Hawk spell and 
took flight. 

The Trawn woods was too big, and moving on foot was too slow. Using both his Life 
Vision and Solus' mana sense, he started looking for his prey, while moving near the 
top of the trees. 
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It didn't take long to find it, the Byk wasn't even trying to hide. Lith could trace it 
thanks to the bear's claw marks on trees and rocks. When he found the Byk, it was 
eating a deer. 

'So much for smart and cunning. How the heck can it still eat? It should have filled its 
belly many times already.' Lith thought. 'Nevertheless, let's see if I can kill it nice and 
easy.' 

The Byk was on the ground, while Lith was in the sky, the distance between them 
about 30 meters [33 yards}, well within spirit magic's range. 

Lith sent a huge wave of mana, trying to snap the Byk's neck in one go. 

The Byk's instinct was sharp. Even if it was still unaware of the new hunter, it could 
feel that something was off. 

It infused his whole body with earth magic, so when the two mana flows clashed, the 
spirit magic was diminished to a neck rub. 

'Dammit! Spirit magic failed again, just like with the Ry.' 

'It seems that magical beasts are able to use fusion magic to some extent.' Solus 
commented. 

'No duh, Sherlock. What's worse is that fusion magic is spirit magic's bane. It can 
disrupt my mana flow making it useless, but that only stands for direct attacks... ' 

Having his first plan fail, Lith hid behind the tree while moving away from the Byk. 
Casting spells in mid-air still required too much effort, he also wanted to keep his 
ability to fly a secret from the prey. 

Once on the ground, he took a roundabout path toward the Byk, using Float to keep 
quiet, and a subtle dark aura to cancel out his smell and aura. 

When Lith found the Byk again, it was still sniffing the air, looking at its 
surroundings. 

Lith moved right behind its back, before unleashing a stream of lightning as big as 
the crouched Byk. 
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It had no effect, aside from angering the magical beast and blackening some of its fur. 


'Holy sh*t! I would have never suspected that earth fusion could shield from lightning.' 
The Byk roared its challenge, standing tall on its hind legs. 

It was an enormous beast, at least four meters [13 feet} tall, with a weight close to a 
ton. Its fur was deep brown with shades of green, and its green eyes were staring at 
Lith with malice. 

"Too big for comfort!" Lith summoned a strong wind, hoping to take advantage of 
that unstable position to topple the Byk and prevent it from charging ahead. 

The Byk channeled even more earth magic, becoming heavier while digging deep 
into the ground with its claws. It managed to fall back on all fours, now standing 1.6 
meters [5'3"} tall at the shoulder. 

'Magnificent display of earth fusion!' Solus couldn't hold her admiration in. Lith felt 
much the same, but he was too worried to say anything. 

'Yeah, I'm clearly a noob compared to it. Ice Spears!' 

Countless spears of ice appeared out of thin air encircling the Byk. Each one was two 
meters [6'8"} long, ten centimeters [4 inches} thick, and razor-sharp. 

It was Lith's sure kill spell. 

The spears came down at the same time, like a deadly rain. 

The Byk didn't seem scared, though. It roared again, getting partially up on its legs, 
before slamming its front paws on the ground, creating a spherical shield made out 
of earth and rock. 

The spears crushed against the summoned barrier, inflicting no harm to the Byk. 
Both Lith and Solus cursed as one. 

'F*ck me sideways! Magical beasts use true magic too!' 
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CHAPTER 29 
UNBELIEVABLE SPEED 


Lith's and Solus's minds were spinning at full gear, but for entirely different reasons. 

'What if magical beasts are the primordial true mages? What if human mages learned 
true magic by watching magical beasts hunting, like Chinese martial artists derived 
their moves from Earth's animals?' Solus pondered in amazement. 

'What the heck can I do? I just revealed my trump card for nothing and my fusion 
magic is useless. If that thing closes in, it only needs one good hit to rip me in a half Not 
to mention that air, earth, and, spirit magic would probably be useless against it. 

'/ am only left with light, darkness, fire, and water magic!' Lith trembled in fear, but 
his body was ready to move, his mind never giving up on life. 

The Byk charged through its own shield, intending to make things up close and 
personal. Lith reacted promptly, using air fusion to gain speed and keep his distance. 

"You may truly be as immovable as a mountain, but you sure can't keep up with 
someone fast as lightning!" Yet the two enemies' speed was the same. The Byk was 
indeed heavier, but the difference in physical prowess was enormous. 

Not to mention, they were both slowed down by trees, rocks, and undergrowth. 

Lith felt reassured noticing that the Byk couldn't close in, since he could still resort 
to flying as a desperate measure. 

'Unbelievable speed my pale a*s! This thing is fast, but not by that much. Ekart and his 
men were either too scared or hallucinating.' He thought. 

The game of tag went on for a while, with Lith throwing ice spears whenever he 
could spot an opening, and the Byk using rock projectiles trying to shoot him down. 

Lith knew that bears weren't supposed to smile, but on the Byk's muzzle he could 
clearly see a smirk. Sometimes it even emitted a "Hurr, hurr" sound. 
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'Is that a laugh? Is that b*stard actually just having fun?' 


While running, Lith moved the fight to his private clearing. He had finally found a 
path to victory, but he needed to have both hands and legs free, without worrying 
about tripping on roots or pebbles. 

Also, the river Philo flowed nearby, greatly enhancing his water magic. Not having to 
conjure it anymore, Lith could focus only on the manipulation aspect. 

The Byk moved forward slowly and triumphantly. It knew the prey was now 
cornered. In front of the human cub there was the raging river and the Byk was 
certain to be capable of cutting off any other escape route. 

Soon it noticed that something was off. Not only was the smell of fear gone, but also 
the prey had ceased to run. He now stood firm with the river at his back, watching 
the Byk's every move with defiant eyes. 

The Byk slowed down even further, trying to suppress its overbearing bloodlust and 
looking again at its surroundings. Suddenly it remembered all those dangerous ice 
spears and realized it was a trap. 

But it was too late, it had already got too close to the river. Tendrils of water grabbed 
its legs, trying to drag the Byk into the water. The Byk reacted promptly, making 
tendrils of earth envelop its legs and body stopping the water in its tracks. 

It knew it could not stay on the defensive, so it fired a barrage of stones against the 
prey. Lith didn't move an inch from his spot, either dodging the rocks, or using his 
own earth magic to deflect those he could not avoid. 

It soon became a battle of attrition where the loser would be the first one to exhaust 
their mana. 

After a few such exchanges, Lith infused himself with fire and earth magic, 
performing a roundhouse kick to send a huge stone back at the Byk. 

The Byk didn't miss that anomaly. The prey had never done such a thing, it was 
clearly a deception. As soon as the stone came close enough, the Byk deflected it with 
a flick of its claw, using earth magic to avoid touching it. 

The Byk immediately noticed that right behind the rock there was a dense black 
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mass, Lith^^^s Plague Arrow. 


The Byk followed its instinct and tried to dodge that slow bullet, but its own tendrils 
of earth were keeping it stuck in place! Before the Byk could summon any sort of 
magical protection, the Plague Arrow struck its mark straight into the Byk's huge 
chest. 

Pain radiated through the Byk, blinding it and leaving it unable to detect Lith closing 
in while shooting six more Plague Arrows. The first arrow struck it in the chest 
again. 

The wounded spot was the easiest target to enhance the crippling pain. Then he 
followed up striking the four limbs each once, to prevent the Byk from fighting back. 

The sixth and last Plague Arrow struck the head, almost at point-blank range, for the 
kill. 

It all happened in barely three seconds. In that very short lapse of time, the standstill 
had turned into a victory for the prey. 

Lith would have died that day if his plan failed or even if it got delayed. 

In fact, as soon as the Byk let out its agonizing cry, a second one, even bigger came 
rushing out from the woods. 

'It wasn 'tfast! There were two of them! That's why they could play with the hunters 
like a cat with a mouse.' 

Lith used air fusion to stay away, keeping the distance the same as he previously had 
with the other Byk. 

Luckily the second Byk didn't seem interested in pursuing him and started to lick its 
partner affectionately. 

'From its size, it should be a male. The only notable difference is that its fur has shades 
of black instead of green. No wonder the hunters weren't able to tell them apart.' Solus 
observed. 

'You better make use of this time to replenish your mana. We don't know what it's 
capable of.' 
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Lith immediately used the Invigorating breathing technique, letting the world energy 
replenish his lost mana and washing away his fatigue. Thanks to the good night's 
sleep, Invigoration's effect was at its peak and it would not take Lith long to recover. 

After all, his body was in perfect condition, only his stamina and mana had been 
consumed during the fight. 

"Filthy human! How dare you kill my spouse?" The Byk spoke. 

Lith had no time to be surprised, so he kept his breathing rhythm steady, aiming to 
stall as long as he could. 

"Wow, you talk! I didn't know bears could talk." 

"Lowly maggot! I'm not a bear! I'm Irtu, the new king of the woods, and she was my 
queen, Gerda." 

"Sorry, your majesty, but if you wanted to live happily ever after, you should have 
respected my turf. I don't care what you do on the east side of the woods, but the 
west side is mine! Also, I know a Ry that could refute your claim." 

"A Ry?" Irtu moved away from the carcass, putting enough distance from the river to 
be safe from the man pup's tricks. "You mean that weakling! The mutt is as good as 
dead." Irtu grinned while slowly moving forward. 

"Don't come any closer!" Lith ordered. "If you leave now and promise to never 
return, we can end it here. Otherwise one of us will have to die." 

"Hurr, burr, burr." Irtu laughed. "You will not die, murderer. I will just rip off your 
arms and legs. Then I'll follow your scent back to your burrow and devour your 
family alive, in front of your eyes. Only then will we be even!" 

Lith dropped the act like a live grenade. 

"I never intended to let you walk away from here alive. I only had doubts about how 
much to make you suffer. Thanks for clearing them up for me." 

"Such arrogance for a weak man pup! I will not fall for your trickery, like my poor 
Gerda. I have watched the whole time. The only reason you are still alive is that she 
loved playing with you vermin too much, before biting your head off! 
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"It's all my fault. I shouldn't have indulged her so much. If I had killed you back then, 
she would still be alive!" Irtu roared, getting even closer. 

Lith had already fully recovered and then some. 

"If you want to apologize to her so badly, let me send you to the other side!" 

Despite all of Lith's provocations, Irtu remained calm and collected, always keeping a 
safe distance from the water. 

'He is too confident, I have a bad feeling about this. Why does he keep advancing 
despite what happened to the other Byk?' Lith fought back the temptation to use all 
the extra mana he got from Invigoration in one go and limited himself to a single 
Plague Arrow. 

Instead of dodging it, Irtu stood up on its hind legs, laughing cruelly. 

When the Plague Arrow hit the Byk's heart, Lith could see with his Life Vision that 
instead of attacking its vital organs, the dark energy was being assimilated by Irtu's 
core. 

"Hurr, burr, burr. Did you really think that you would be the only one to have 
mastered darkness magic, maggot? Now die!" 

Irtu jumped forward, and before Lith could take advantage of its inability to dodge in 
mid-air, four rock formations abruptly erupted from the ground, right were Irtu's 
paws were going to be. 

That way, the Byk was able to jump forward once more, his speed further increased 
by exploiting the four rock's momentum. 

In less than a second, Lith was robbed of his opportunity to counter attack, while 
Irtu had turned into a one-ton bullet. 

To evade the attack Lith had to not only use air fusion, but to also roll forward. The 
Byk was too fast for a real dodge, his only option was to pass under it. 

After that point, things got worse. When Irtu landed, instead of creating a crater, the 
ground stretched under its legs like a trampoline, allowing it to resume the chase 
without a second of delay. 
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'What the heck?You can do that with earth magic?' Lith bit his lower lip hard, cursing 
his own ignorance. He was self-taught after all, the only knowledge he had about true 
magic was what he discovered experimenting by himself. 

Clearly, the Byk was a natural at magic and had refined its mastery over earth 
through the years, aptly adapting it to best suit its hunting techniques. 

Making a split-second decision, Lith kicked the ground with his left leg while using 
all the mana he could to infuse himself with earth magic, boosting his defense. 

Thanks to the clean cut in his previous trajectory, Lith was only grazed on the chest 
from Irtu's claw. Yet it was enough to rip off his chest protector and graze the skin 
underneath. 

Lith instinctively used light fusion to stop the bleeding and gain a healing factor. 

The mid-air strike had messed up the Byk's tempo, so after the second jump it was 
forced to stop. 

Lith used that moment of respite to cast Soaring Hawk and take flight. The opponent 
was clearly superior, he had almost run out of options. 

"No escape!" Irtu roared, shooting a rain of rock debris at Lith. 

He mimicked Gerda, using air instead of earth to generate a fast spinning barrier that 
deflected the sudden attacks. Yet his flight was interrupted, and he started to fall 
down. 

Irtu grinned, getting up on its hind legs, ready to catch him. He could already feel the 
crunchy taste of the prey's limbs in its mouth. 

Lith was almost out of options. Almost. 

From that angle, Irtu did not notice that Lith's right hand was now holding 
something, removing the stopper with a flick of the thumb. 

At the last second, Lith stopped in mid-air with Float, while the substance in the flask 
kept falling and hit Irtu right on the head. 

Suddenly the Byk was blind, his eyes burning like fire. A strong smell flooded his 
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nose, making him sneeze and rendering it unable to sense Lith's presence anymore. 


'When I bought this horrible perfume, my idea was to use it to make a Byk lose my 
traces in case the worst happened. I never expected to be forced to resort to such a 
gamble. Luckily Irtu does not know about Solus, nor her pocket dimension.' He thought. 

The flask materializing out of thin air was something inconceivable for the magical 
beast, taking it by surprise. 

Irtu was still roaring in pain, his paws rubbing his eyes, when he got stabbed from all 
sides. 

Thanks to the river, Lith's Ice Spear spell needed just a split second to strike. 

Lith waved his hands non-stop, sending a barrage of spears until Irtu's corpse was so 
riddled with holes that he could see through it. Even after that, he sent another one 
piercing its head, right between the eyes. 

7 always hated how in horror movies no one ever makes sure that the frigging monster 
is really dead, only to get back-stabbed during the credits.' 

'You took a huge risk there, pretending to have lost control of the flight spell and going 
into free fall.' Solus had objected to that last-minute contingency plan from the 
second Lith devised it, deeming it too reckless. 

'What if the Byk impaled you with a rock spear? What if instead of waiting for you to 
come down, it had jumped to finish you off?' 

'That would have been merciful. Irtu was too cruel to do such a thing.' 

Lith replied without hesitation. 

'It wanted me to feel despair and helplessness, to be conscious while it ripped me apart. 
In some ways, we were quite similar, both hell-bent on revenge and inflicting pain to 
our enemies. 

'The only difference between us, is that I would never allow my bloodlust to drive me 
crazy. Gerda and Irtu were a threat to my family. That's the only reason I came here. 

7 prefer giving my enemies a painless death, even making Irtu's pelt worthless, rather 
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than taking the smallest risk that they could harm one hair of my beloved ones.' 

Lith had just collected the two magical beasts' carcasses inside the pocket 
dimension, when his body started trembling in pain. A familiar hot sensation rose 
from his mana core. 


traitorAIZEN 237 I 698 



CHAPTER 30 
PRIZES 


'Not here, not now!' Lith inwardly screamed. 

'Until it's over, I will be a sitting duck!' He knew that it was impossible to delay the 
refining process of the impurities until he was back home. 

Lith had no choice but to offer no resistance, making it as fast and painless as 
possible. 

Soon, black ooze started being excreted from all his pores and orifices. Lith's eyes 
and throat were burning from the nasty feeling the impurities inflicted on their way 
out. 

Lith felt like a river of bile was coming out of his body. 

When it finally ended, he was kneeling with his hands on the ground. A huge puddle 
of the tar-like substance was below him, tainting the air with its putrid smell. 

'Congratulations on evolving your mana core to deep cyan!' Solus's voice was full of 

joy 

'You also should have lost at least a kilogram or two [2.2 or 4.4 pounds], judging from 
how many impurities you expelled this time. I can already feel the quality of your mana 
flow improving. My meals have never been so tasty!' 

'Deep cyan?' Lith coughed up some impurities that got stuck in his throat. 

'All these years, the hard work, even risking my life against not one but two consecutive 
magical beasts, just for the worst cyan core possible?' He couldn't help but feel 
depressed and frustrated. 

'I'm still below Nana's level, and she was born with that core! If she practiced my 
breathing techniques, there's no telling how strong she would be. She could probably 
already topple mountains and split the sea.' 
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With a pulse of darkness magic, he banished all the impurities into nothingness. 


'Look at the bright side. Thanks to the breakthrough, you should finally be able to cure 
Tista. Isn't that what you wanted from the beginning?' Solus tried to console him the 
best that she could. 

At that thought, Lith's mood lightened up immediately. 

'You are damn right! Sometimes I am just a self-centered a*shole.' 

'Sometimes?' Solus sarcastically remarked. 

'Okay, fine! Most of the times I let my hunger for power get the best of me. Happy now?' 
Solus giggled. 

Despite having yet to use Invigoration, Lith could already perceive the world around 
him more vividly than ever. The colors, the smells, the sounds Everything was 
different. It was like being born again and experiencing the world for the first time. 

Still feeling light headed, he splashed the river's cold water on his face, trying to 
regain his focus. 

Suddenly, Lith felt a shiver run down his back and his neck hair stood up. 

Lith abruptly jumped back on his feet, turning around to discover that a Ry, the very 
same Ry from two years ago was silently walking toward him. 

It had become bigger, its height at the withers reaching 1.6 meters [5'6"}, and its red 
fur had gained shades of white, dancing in the sunlight like a wildfire. 

Just trying the Soaring Hawk spell almost made Lith faint, so he was forced to cancel 
it while using Invigoration to regain his strength once again. 

Yet Lith's mana core was still unstable after the evolution process, and therefore 
unable to assimilate more world energy. 

'F*ck my life! I can only escape on foot.' He thought. 

Sniffing his stress and fear, the Ry spoke up. 
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"Fear not, Scourge, I mean no harm. On the contrary, I have come to give you my 
thanks. It was my duty stopping Irtu and Gerda, but you managed to precede me." 

It threw a magnificent deer he was carrying on its back at Lith's feet. Both the skin 
and the antlers were in perfect conditions, aside from a single bite mark on the neck, 
where it had been cleanly broken. 

"I noticed you humans prefer them like this, since after eating the meat you can 
exchange the rest for those things you call 'money'." 

Lith didn't feel very reassured, he decided to keep stalling while he was catching his 
breath and searching for the best possible escape route. 

"So, you can talk too, uh? Why didn't we have this conversation two years ago, 
instead of fighting?" 

"Stop eyeing for an escape route. If I really wanted to kill you, I would have avoided 
useless talk and struck when you are at your weakest. I am not arrogant and cruel 
like Irtu. I would not make the mistake of underestimating you again. 

"As for your question, it was you that attacked me first. 

"Also, do you know what happens when one of us speaks? The human faints or runs 
away. Either way, they come back in numbers, even willing to set the woods on fire to 
kill us all." 

The Ry growled at that unpleasant memory. 

Lith relaxed a bit. 

"Yeah, humans get scared easily. They think themselves all high and righteous. They 
don't like when someone or something they don't recognize as an equal threatens 
the status quo. 

"By the way, sorry for the sneak attack, but you were big, scary, and destroying 
something really precious to me." 

A light of understanding lit in the Ry's eyes. 

"You mean the annoying rock that you now wear at your finger, I see. Then it's my 
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turn to apologize for damaging your property and trying to kick you out of the 
woods. I only wanted the noise to stop, and for you to cease your attack." 

"If 1 have to believe your words, why do you call me Scourge? Isn't that kind of 
offensive?" Lith kept moving, very slowly, towards the fastest way home, one step at 
a time, like he was just shifting his weight from one foot to another while chatting. 

The Ry snorted, pretending not to notice it. 

"It's no insult. You killed the king in the west, and with its life you claimed its title as 
well." 

"That would make you the king in the east, 1 suppose. What's your title?" Lith moved 
another step. 

"The Protector. My role is to keep both humans and unruly magic beasts at bay." 

"It has a much better ring than mine. By the way, your majesty, 1 am not interested in 
kingships or messing with your turf. Feel free to take over Irtu's region or whatever 
it's called. 1 only hunt for my survival, not for sport or pleasure." 

"And that's why you are still alive." Seeing that the human was too self-conscious 
about his weakened state, the Ry gave up and turned back, walking towards the 
woods. 

Lith was still scared, yet had the presence of mind to store the deer in his pocket 
dimension. As soon as the magical beast disappeared from his sight, Lith ran out of 
the woods, telling Solus to look out for any possible danger. 

Once outside, he changed into his usual clothing, deeming the claw rip on his shirt 
too unsettling for his parents. 

The closer he got home, the weaker he felt. The adrenaline rush was fading away, his 
body and mind were both battered from all that had happened. A splitting headache 
arose, making it difficult for him to think. 

When Lith finally arrived at his destination, he was too tired to speak or even walk to 
his bedroom. He sat down on the nearest chair, sighing in relief, allowing himself to 
relax. 


traitorAIZEN 241 I 698 



The next thing he knew, someone had put him into bed, and judging from the lighting 
it was already night. He closed his eyes, pondering about what to do next, and when 
he opened them again it was already dawn. 

Tista and Rena were still asleep, Lith decided to get up and prepare breakfast for 
everyone, following his normal routine. It was in that moment that he realized how 
much he had changed overnight. 

Not only was his body brimming with strength, but he could also perceive his own 
mana flow without the assistance of any breathing technique. Lith needed but a 
thought to start floating, managing to get out of the bedroom without making the 
wood creak. 

What had required so much focus just the day before, now barely needed his 
attention. 

'If a tier one spell has become so easy, what about chore magic?' 

Lith discovered that now he was able to use up to six spells at once without the use 
of any gesture or magic word to help him to coordinate them. 

Soon many small vortexes were cleaning every nook and cranny of the dining room, 
the air in the room was getting warmer by the second, all the while plates and 
cutlery floated in their place. 

By the time the table was laid, he had also finished washing and drying the floor. 

'/ have performed in less than a minute what usually took me half an hour! I still have a 
lot of time before having to wake everyone else up. Solus, how do you feel?' 

'Now that I know you are all right, just peachy. But since you were referring to my 
abilities, instead of my feelings... 'Judging from her tone she was quite pissed off. 

'...both Soluspedia and the pocket dimension have started expanding since your mana 
core stabilized.' 

'And what about you?' 

'Thanks for asking without any subtle hint from my side.' The sarcasm was palpable. '/ 
am still recovering from the huge scare you gave me yesterday, but I'll live.' 
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'I'm sorry, I know you wanted me to escape from Irtu and not take unnecessary risks, 
but I couldn't run away and live in fear, waiting for him to find and attack my family. 


7 have lived too long in terror of my father, back on Earth, to let the same thing happen 
again. I hope you can understand.' 

Wanting nothing more than to change the subject and escape that awkward silence, 
Lith asked: 

'What about Gerda's carcass? Can we take credit for the kill or would it raise 
suspicions?' 

'There is no problem for Gerda, history is full of promising mages, even younger than 
you, killing a magical beast. Since there is no way to determine how strong it was,you 
can say that you ambushed it successfully. 

'Irtu, on the other hand, is more problematic. Not only is his pelt useless, making him 
only good for racking up merits, but his corpse also shows signs of a spell that should 
be around tier four or five, if not above. I'd say to save it for rainy days.' 

After deciding what to do with the various carcasses, Lith used the remaining time to 
practice Accumulation, while thinking about how to announce to his parents that he 
had devised a treatment for Tista. 

Among all the things he had gained since arriving in the new world, his family's 
happiness was still the greatest prize he could strive for. 
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CHAPTER 31 
OUT OF MISERY 


Author's note: I do research my stuff, but please remember that this is a work of 
fiction, not a medical textbook. If among you there is some nit-picky doctor, please be 
nice and cut me some slack. Enjoy your read. 


Lith spent the next few days familiarizing himself with the changes in both his body 
and mana core. Healing with true magic was very different from the on/off effects 
that fake magic used. Not to mention that the procedure for Tista required surgical 
precision. 

So, he used his new job as Nana's assistant to once again master his mana flow. Lith 
also personally reported the slaying of the magical beast to Count Lark via Nana's 
communication amulet. 

He gave the Count the chance to buy the perfectly preserved pelt, but for that he 
needed to get in touch with Selia. Lith had no idea how to tan and preserve such a 
magnificent fur, and neither did he know how much it was worth. 

So, he had been forced to turn to the huntress for help. Selia had accepted in 
exchange for 25% on the final price. The same fate befell the deer carcass. 

Lith's goal was to improve his relationship with Count Lark by earning merits for 
both of them. 

Through their confidential agreement, Lith would achieve merits because he had 
eliminated a threat to the County, while the Count would take the credit for the kill. 
Lark would say that it was him who had discovered Lith's talent and claim to have 
entrusted him with the task. 

According to the law book in Lith's possession, a noble could achieve great fame and 
honors, according to how his subjects performed. 
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While they would get merits, the noble would improve his social status and 
importance in the King's Court, raising his chances of achieving one more title with 
all the lands attached to it. 

It was a perfect win-win situation. 

Lith hoped to reel in Count Lark among his official backers. Having him has a patron 
was not enough. Being that the Count was a magic enthusiast, Lith was just one of 
the many talented youths he was sponsoring and nothing more. 

Lith wanted their relationship to develop further, so that when he finally could leave 
the village, he would have someone to rely on. 

If there was one thing that he had learned from Nana's story, it was that a country 
bumpkin like him was in desperate need of someone trustworthy in an influential 
position. 

Count Lark was obviously thrilled at the idea that one of his proteges had achieved 
such a result. His hopes for Lith being accepted at the Lightning Griffon Academy 
skyrocketed. After so many failures, another success was in his sights. 

It would further raise the Count's status in the eyes of the Court. Killing a magical 
beast was good, but finding and developing the talent of a powerful mage was much 
better. Together with the military, mages were the backbone of the Kingdom. 

After settling his business with Count Lark, Lith had Solus help him completely 
rethink his concept of magic. 

'So far I have used magic just like a club, to hit and kill. But Gerda and Irtu have shown 
me that magic, in this world is not fixed as it is in Dungeons & Looting. I have been too 
narrow-minded. It's not only light magic that can act at a cellular level. 

'All kinds of magic can interact with matter, changing its properties. If Irtu could make 
the ground elastic, then I should be able to walk on water without freezing it first, by 
altering its density. I need more advanced spellbooks to understand magic's limits. 

'It's no wonder that a Magus' talent increases exponentially after discovering true 
magic. 

'Not only do they start with a better core than mine, so they can refine it to further 
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heights, but they also become capable of replicating every single spell they saw until 
that point 


'While inventing a new spell takes a lot of time for a fake mage, finding the right 
balance between hand signs and magic words to obtain the desired effect, a true mage 
just needs to understand the underlying principles behind a spell to perform it.' 

Thanks to his battle with the magical beasts, Lith was able to quickly develop new 
spells, by either imitating their tactics or experimenting by himself. 

After about two weeks, his body, mind, and mana core were perfectly in tune. Lith 
asked Rena to go to the village with Trion, giving him the opportunity to freely talk 
with his parents and Tista. 

Trion and Lith were now in a more neutral relationship, there were no hard feelings 
left, but no trust either. 

Lith had to dumb the concepts down a lot to make his parents understand the risks 
of the procedure. He was not a doctor, but they were his parents just like Tista was 
their beloved daughter and his beloved sister. 

Lith would not proceed unless he received their informed consent, or at least the 
next best thing, since they understood very little of magic and nothing at all of 
anatomy. 

"How sure are you about this thing?" Asked Raaz, holding Tista as tight as he could, 
like Lith was going to take her away. 

"Td love to tell you that everything will be alright, but 1 can't. 1 never tried something 
so big and complex. Tista, 1 worked years to develop this spell, just for you. The only 
thing that 1 can promise, is that 1 will give my all. 

"1 have obsessed over this for many nights and days, because 1 want you to be free 
and happy like everyone else, instead of being stuck in a cage. Be it your body or this 
house, no matter how golden we can make it, it's still a cage. 

"1 want you to be able to run in the wind, walk in the snow. To get out of this house, 
to meet people, make friends, maybe someday fall in love with someone and be loved 
back. 
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"I will do all 1 can to free you from these shackles, but 1 can't do it without your trust 
and consent." 

Lith looked them in the eyes, one at a time, to show them his resolve and 
determination. 

Tista escaped her father's arms and hugged Lith tight. 

"Oh, Lith. When you talk like that you sound more like dad than a little brother." She 
said crying. 

"Of course 1 trust you. You have always been by my side, taking care of me, even 
when 1 could do nothing but stay in bed all day. You worked so hard, giving me so 
much. 

"Food, clothes, you even invented the rocking chair for me [AN: is actually a swing. 
See chap 17 for more details}. Mom, Dad, 1 want to do it. Whatever happens, 1 could 
never regret having trust in my little brother." 

Without saying a word, Raaz and Elina joined her in the embrace. All of them sobbed 
together, even Lith, so fond of their bond and so scared to lose one of them at the 
same time. 

After Lith calmed down, he could finally start. On paper, the treatment was simple. 
By using Invigoration's real-time imaging of Tista's body, Lith would use light and 
dark magic in synch. 

Dark magic would destroy the damaged cells that composed almost half of Tista's 
lungs, while at the same rate light magic would enhance the healthy cells' ability to 
multiply, instantly replacing the lost organ tissue. 

Even with his limited knowledge of medicine, Lith could see many underlying 
problems. The destroyed cells would release toxins and impurities in Tista's system. 
If too many of them accumulated too fast, she could die of shock or organ failure. 

Also, regenerating a vital organ like the lungs was a delicate process, that would 
consume lots other strength and she hadn't much to begin with. 

Lith decided to take things slow, treating only a minimal part other lungs to begin 
with. Then he would use his control over her mana flow to expel all toxins and 
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impurities the dead tissues would release from her body. 


Then, he would give her some time to recover before attempting another session. 

During the whole process, he took care other, ensuring that she was eating and 
resting properly. To do that, Lith skipped hunting and magic training, only keeping 
his job with Nana to have a steady source of income while Tista was resting. 

The whole procedure took over a month, but thanks to all his painstaking efforts and 
meticulous bordering on anal-retentive preparations, everything went well. 

In some respects, even too well. 

After the treatment, Tista's mana core had gone from light orange to yellow, and 
according to Solus, it kept evolving over time. 

'Seems your sister was quite talented, but her illness prevented her core from properly 
grow.' 

'That'sgood.' Lith nodded 'As soon as she completely recovers, I can bring her to Nana 
to learn magic. That way she will be able to learn a trade and achieve a social status on 
her own. What comes next depends entirely on her.' 

'Won'tyou teach her true magic?' 

'That would be idiotic. She is just ten years old. If there's really some sort of global 
conspiracy and control over magic, that would mean putting her in danger. She 
deserves to finally have some fun. To live instead of just surviving. 

7 won't drag her into a hornet nest unless that's what she wants.' 

Lith made sure that everyone in the family understood the importance of keeping 
Tista's recovery a secret. Lith was still a no one, if the rumor spread, nobles or other 
mages could hunt them down to get their hands on the procedure. 

Despite the fact that they regretted being forced to keep Trion in the dark, they 
accepted wholeheartedly. None of them was stupid enough to endanger such a newly 
achieved happiness just for a bit of bragging. 

Since according to Nana there was a chance for Tista to heal by herself when her 
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growth spurt hit, they decided to stick with that story and claim it to be a miracle of 
nature. 


Lith had g developed a spell to alter the results of Nana's Vinire Rad Tu, so that when 
she checked on Tista she would still appear ill, but slowly improving. This time he 
would not slip up on the details. 

Tista had to put up a facade every time Trion was around, but she soldiered on 
bravely. Being sick was second nature to her, sometimes she even fooled Lith and her 
parents with her acting. 

But whenever she could, she would walk with Lith through the Trawn woods, going 
together to his secret clearing where she could finally be free to run, swim in the 
river, sing, and dance at her heart's content. 

Lith didn't regret even one moment spent with her instead of practicing magic or 
refining his mana core. Those things were of secondary importance to him. 

He had started practicing magic only because of his hunger for power, to put this 
new world to the test before committing suicide again. But then he had fallen in love 
with his new family, and magic had become a tool instead of a purpose. 

And that purpose was laughing and jumping around, in front of his eyes. 

Lith couldn't and wouldn't hold his tears back. 

'Wherever you are, Carl, I hope with all my heart that you too have found someone to 
love and to protect. I love you, little brother, and no matter how distant we are, you'll 
always be with me.' 

A few months later, Lith received an invitation from Count Lark, to join him for a day 
in his manor as his esteemed guest. 
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CHAPTER 32 

THE INVITE FROM COUNT LARK 


The whole thing happened in an odd fashion. Lith received a letter instead of a holo- 
call, and despite being addressed to him it was delivered to Nana's house. 

Being the host, Nana took the liberty of reading it before handing it to him. She was 
just concerned about Lith's well-being, of course. 

The letter said in a perfect penmanship: 

"Dear Lith, 

"Thanks again for slaying the monstrous magical beast. You have served the County 
of Lustria and deserve to be rewarded accordingly. To this end, 1 would like you to 
join me in my manor in ten days after receipt of this letter. We have much to discuss. 

1 urge you to contact me as soon as you can via Lady Nerea's communication amulet. 

Count Trequill Lark." 

"What does this mean? It sounds so serious to almost be ominous. It doesn't seem 
like something a joyful and spirited person like the Count would write." Lith asked 
Nana. 

"Hmmm." Nana nodded, eager to avoid the outrageous accusation of being nosey. 

"1 can smell good news and bad news. 

"The good news is that there isn't anything serious. Despite the somber tone, worthy 
of a payment order. Lark used a letter. This means it's nothing urgent or important, 
since he could afford to wait for the delivery and the reply. 

"The bad news is that all the above stinks of formality and etiquette. 1 fear that you 
are in for a whole day of boredom, while attending all the official business regarding 
your prizes and whatnot. As 1 always say, little imp, no good deed goes unpunished!" 
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'That's my line!' Lith inwardly screamed. 'Not only you open my mail, you even steal 
my shtick?' 

Even the following holo-call was awkward. Count Lark was uncharacteristically calm 
and composed, managing not to ask Lith any questions about magic, nor did he lose 
his monocle once during the exchange. 

After hearing that Lith had accepted his invite, he stated that his personal tailor 
would stop by later to take Lith's measurements, and that he would send his 
stagecoach on the set date, one hour after dawn in front of Nana's house. 

Then, the Count politely but promptly ended the call, saying he had many things to 
attend to. For Lith, it was like talking to a complete stranger. 

The tailor arrived less than an hour later and he didn't give Lith any mean look or 
nasty remark. On the contrary, he somehow recognized him at first glance, 
complimenting him for his height. 

Despite being only eight and a half years old, Lith was already over one meter and 
thirty-five centimeters [4'6"} tall, and in the County of Lustria any man above 1.75 
meters [5'9"} was considered tall. 

"Keep growing up so fast and soon you'll be as tall as the Count, young man." 

After the man left, Nana whistled in surprise. 

"Good gods, 1 know him. That's the tailor that personally prepares the clothes for the 
Lark's family. It's even worse than 1 thought. This occasion must be something really 
big, like being invited to a ball kind of big. 

"This is one of those rare moments when Tm happy not being part of high society 
anymore. Prepare yourself for long awkward silences, insufferable small talk and 
being shown around like some kind of exotic beast." 

Lith spent the next ten days in his usual routine, obsessing about Nana's words was 
pointless, since he had already taken those things into consideration when he 
decided to tighten his relationship with the Count. 

Except dancing, of course. Lith had always hated dancing, even back on Earth, mostly 
because of his two left feet. But even that wouldn't worry him much, there was no 
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way for him to learn the Court's dances in so little time. 


Even if he managed to find a book about it and added it to Soluspedia, knowing was 
not doing, he would still need to practice. He could only suck it up and endure. 

When the fated day came, a luxurious stagecoach stopped in front of Nana's house. It 
was all white, with the d^^cors painted gold, drawn by four snow-white stallions. 

A valet descended, bowing to Lith before giving him a small wooden box. 

"My Lord, would like you to change into your new outfit, before getting into the 
stagecoach?" 

So much respect was dumbfounding for Lith, so he bowed back without a word, 
before going into Nana's living quarters to change. 

He came out wearing deep blue velvet pants over hard leather shoes, a snow-white 
silk shirt and a blazer that matched with the pants, with the Count's family crest 
embroidered in gold over his heart. 

'Neat! I'm probably wearing more money than my family's farm is worth. Judging from 
the crest, I guess Nana was right. Lark is going to introduce me to someone, and he 
needs that someone to know who I belong to.' 

Lith was alone on the stagecoach. After opening the door for him, the valet went to 
sit beside the coachman. 

Despite the horses' remarkable speed, the ride lasted over half an hour. Having 
nothing to do, Lith spent the whole time using Accumulation. His deep cyan mana 
core had yet to change by even a shade, it definitely needed more work. 

When the stagecoach finally stopped, Lith looked out of the window, only to discover 
they were just at the gates of the estate. 

Two fully armed soldiers talked to the coachman, inspecting inside, above and below 
the stagecoach before letting them pass. 

'Going at full speed, guards armed to the teeth who performed a full check on the 
coach. Maybe Nana was wrong, this looks more pressing by the second.' 
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Once inside the gate, and beyond the high grey walls, the stagecoach slowed down, 
allowing Lith to take in the full manor view. The park around the manor extended as 
far as the eye could see. 

The air smelled of cut grass, flower beds and finely trimmed bushes adorned the 
cobblestone paths that went across the whole park. 

Halfway between the gate and the manor, there was a plaza, surrounded by benches. 
At his center there was a huge pedestal with a marble statue of someone that Lith 
assumed had to be either the first Count Lark, or an ancestor of which they were 
proud of. 

The manor itself was bigger than he had imagined, extending for at least 3,000 
square meters [32,291 square feet}, divided into a main building, a left and a right 
wing forming a reversed U shape. 

It took almost five more minutes to actually get to the manor's entrance. 

The more he looked around, the more he could feel that something was amiss. One of 
the greatest changes that happened after Lith's mana core evolved to cyan, was that 
alongside his five senses, his instincts had greatly improved. 

He was able to sense hidden dangers, like with the Ry, and to more easily grasp 
someone's real demeanor and intentions. So, he didn't miss that there were too few 
servants around, and those few he managed to spot all had a tense expression. 

A butler in a white and deep blue livery welcomed him with a deep bow. 

"The Count asked me to apologize on his behalf for not personally receiving you, 
Magico Lith. His Lordship also tasked me to bring you to his private quarters as soon 
as possible, where he will explain everything to you." 

The butler's poker face was impeccable, but Lith could have cut the atmosphere with 
a knife. He followed the butler until they reached a double-doored room guarded by 
four soldiers. 

Looking through the windows, Lith could see that there were even more guards on 
the outside, patrolling the windows and the glass doors leading to the park. 

Inside, he found the Count nervously pacing around. Two youths were sitting on 
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armchairs, and both were showing signs of anxiety, either tapping their feet or 
fiddling with their hair. 

Count Lark hadn't changed much since the last time he had seen him in person. He 
was in his mid to late fifties, around 1,83 meters [6'} tall with a thin build, that made 
him appear even taller. 

The Count had thick black hair with streaks of grey and a short-trimmed goatee of 
the same color. His inseparable black rimmed monocle was attached to his breast 
pocket with a blue silk string. 

As soon as he saw Lith, his somber demeanor disappeared. The Count was back to be 
his old, passionate self. 

"Good gods, Lith, you are finally here!" The Count shook his hand with such vigor 
that Lith thought he was actually trying to crush it. 

"Where are my manners. Allow me to introduce you to my beloved children." 

The two youths stood up and extended their hands in turns. 

"This is my third born, Jadon. He is also the next in line to become the next Count 
Lark. Hopefully it will happen many years from now." 

Lith shook his hand. Jadon had a firm but gentle grip, physically resembling his 
father, except being almost ten centimeters [4 inches) shorter and with a much more 
muscular built. He was in his early twenties, with pitch black hair and a goatee. 

"And this is my fourth born, Kelya. This beautiful young lady is almost sixteen and 
ready to make her debut at the King's Court. They are the only family 1 have left." 

Kelya was a petite girl, 1,53 meters [5') high, with flaming red hair with shades of 
gold and emerald green eyes. She was wearing an emerald green day dress that 
highlighted her hair and eyes. She fitted the Count's bill, except for the beautiful part. 

She wasn't really well endowed for Lith's tastes, and despite all the make up she 
wore it was impossible to hide such a bad case of acne. Even if she somehow got rid 
of it, Lth would have considered her pretty at best. 

Keyla offered him her hand, the palm facing downward. Lith didn't need his etiquette 
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book to know that she was expecting a hand-kiss. 

It was awkward for him, he had never done such a thing even for his past girlfriends 
when things had got almost serious. Luckily, after being dead and reborn twice, 
having faced killers and magical beasts, it would take much more than that to 
embarrass him. 

So, he gave her a small bow while giving a short peck on her hand. 

"It's a real pleasure and an honor for me to meet you all." Lith said following the 
etiquette. 

"Now please, your Lordship, could you explain to me the reason of my summoning?" 

The more Lith saw and heard, the less he understood. Lith couldn't figure out why 
the Count was giving him all those useless details nor why the hand-tailored suit he 
received was so similar to the one Jadon was wearing. 

The Count facepalmed himself. 

"Oh! Of course. I'm so sorry. I'm still so shocked by the recent events that my head 
doesn't work properly. Let me explain, I called you here because I need your help to 
save our lives. My wife wants to kill us all." 
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CHAPTER 33 

DYSFUNCTIONAL FAMILY 


"I beg your pardon?" Lith was flabbergasted. 

"Dad! How many times have I told you to start explaining things from the beginning, 
not the end!" Keyla rolled her eyes. 

"Yes, yes, my dear. You see, when 1 was Jadon's age 1 got married. 

"It was an arranged marriage, with the purpose of joining the resources of the Lark 
and Ghishal households, back during that time we were both in dire straits and 
needed a way to get out of the insane debts that our profligate parents had left to us. 

"The financial side of the business was a success. Between our combined annuities 
and by selling some of the residual assets, 1 was able to have enough capital to invest 
in the right businesses. 

"Long story short, our families went from almost broke to being two of the richest in 
the Marquisate And that's when everything fell apart between us. My wife, Koya, had 
never been kind or lovely to me, we were just business partners. 

"We never shared a common interest or ideal, but until we got our money back, at 
least it was bearable. After that point, our marriage was purely for show, and aside 
from when she asked me to attend to my marital duties, we had no intimacy. 

"1 got four children from her, after all, and even got them tested with Blood 
Resonance magic to be certain they were actually mine. 1 might be a little airheaded, 
but Tm not that naive!" 

Both Jadon and Keyla blushed up to their ears. 

"Dad! Too much information! Stick to the facts, please. This situation is already 
embarrassing enough as it is, don't add oil to the fire." 

Jadon said, but the Count was inflexible. 
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"To be able to help us, Lith needs to understand what kind of woman we are facing, 
or do you want to underestimate your mother again?" 

At those words, Jadon lowered his eyes and sat back down. Lith was really interested 
in the Blood Resonance magic, but he held his questions for later. Things were 
confused enough already. 

"Where was 1? Oh yes. Right after our households got back on their feet, Koya soon 
became restless. She was obsessed with us getting more titles, more annuities, and 
more lands. 

"To the point that she took part in the Court's power games and intrigues, trying to 
make allies to weaken our neighbors and take over their lands. 

"But after working hard for more than twenty years, 1 was content with what 1 had. 
Four beautiful children, a rich and prosperous household, a thriving County. 

"1 just wanted to slow things down and enjoy the life 1 had built, while expanding my 
power and influence through hard honest work instead of underhanded schemes. 

"Of course she was furious. All her plotting was useless without my consent. After all, 
1 wasn't married into her family, she was married into mine. And being the one that 
did all the work 1 kept the biggest share of the profits. 

"At that point, somehow, our constant arguing and mutual spite started affecting our 
two oldest children. 1 don't know if it happened because they were born when 1 was 
still too busy to give them proper care and attention, or if they just got more from 
their mother's side rather than mine. Only the gods know. 

"My eldest son, Lorant, started taking his status as my successor for granted. HE 
neglected his duties and did nothing but drink, gamble, and chase skirts. My second 
born, Lyka, had always been a problematic child. 

"She was never content with what she had. She always wanted more toys, more 
dresses, more jewelry. Nothing was enough for her. As my constant fights with her 
mother continued, she became angry with everything and everyone, throwing fits of 
rage for the smallest things. 

"She started beating the servants almost on a daily basis, 1 lost count of how many 
ran away from this house because of her. Between Lyka and Lorant, it was like there 
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was a competition about who would make me spend more money monthly trying to 
cover up their misdeeds and compensating their victims. 

"1 tried sending Lorant to all the military academies 1 could find, hoping that some 
discipline would straighten him up, but he always managed to get dishonorably 
discharged in a few months, if not weeks. 

"My last resort was giving him a position of responsibility in the household, but he 
would either not attend at all, or show up dead drunk. When 1 discovered that he had 
begun not only to deceive maidens with promises of marriage, but also to take them 
by force 1 decided that enough was enough. 

"1 publicly disowned him, stripping him of his titles and annuities, leaving him 
enough money to live an honest life, if he quits gambling, of course. 1 also told him 
that the next time he defiled a girl he would be judged like any other scoundrel, and 
pay for it." 

At those words, Lith thought about Orpal for the first time in over three years. 

'That a*shole should be away for at least another couple years. Maybe if I decide to 
take part in this episode of 'Game of Spades' and we survive, I can have the Count trace 
and eliminate him for me. That would be nice. I hate loose ends.' 

After a short break for a glass of water. Count Lark continued his story. 

"My wife was outraged. To her, Lorant's crimes were just 'boyish pranks' that we 
should indulge and forgive. But it was the Lark household that he was dragging 
though the mud. It was my money that he was throwing away with gambling and 
loan sharks. 

"To add insult to injury, my reputation had become that of a corrupt and profligate 
noble. Even if somehow 1 didn't have any decency or honor within me, how could 1 
entrust my life's work to someone that would destroy it in less than a generation? 

"Have 1 ever told you why 1 appreciate magic so much? It's because mages and 
nobles are so similar and yet so different. They both hold a power that allows them 
to destroy or save lives with a single word, to influence their surroundings just by 
being there. 

"1 consider magic superior, because a mage's might come from study and discipline. 
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and that means that he knows and understand the values of his power and the 
consequences of his actions. 

"Nobles, instead, get that power as a birthright. They take it for granted, and some 
live their whole lives considering it perfectly natural for them to be superior, a higher 
existence. That's why so many of us end up abusing our status and authority. 

"But 1 digress. After expelling Lorant from the family, Koya wouldn't listen to reason, 
and neither would Lyka. She really loved her brother, and after he was kicked out, 
she became even more angry and violent." 

The Count's eyes turned watery, he had to remove his monocle to rub them with a 
handkerchief. 

"Have you ever heard about all those stories about nobles killing and maiming 
commoners for trivial reasons? Well, she turned out to be the living embodiment of 
all those stories, and when 1 discovered what she had done, the body count was 
already over a dozen! 

had no choice but to disown her too, pleading to the King for mercy and losing 
a lot of my accumulated merits in the process. Despite everything, she is still my 
daughter. 

"My wife was brought to the brink of insanity, saying that it was all my fault, and so 
she left the house for good, returning to the Ghishals. At first, 1 thought that being 
apart would allow her to regain her senses and come back. 

"After a while, though, 1 really enjoyed the peace and quiet. 1 hoped she would never 
return. But then 1 discovered that she had brought our disowned children with her, 
breaching my trust and blatantly flaunting the King's law. 

"At that point, 1 applied for the marriage to be annulled, otherwise after my death, 
she could reinstate them as family members, if not even as heirs to the County. 

"The annulment process would take a while, but 1 was certain 1 had settled that 
matter. 

"In the following weeks, 1 started to feel weak and feverish. Despite all my personal 
magician Genon's assurances, 1 could tell that something was wrong. No cold ever 
felt like that or lasted so long. 


traitorAIZEN 259 I 698 



"I started skipping my meals in secret, eating only fruits that 1 picked up myself, and 
guess what? My symptoms faded away. Only then did 1 remember that Genon was 
from my wife's side of the family. She had hired him personally, and she did so for 
more than half our staff. 

"After firing everyone she had brought into the house, 1 had hoped to finally be safe, 
but then even Keyla and Jadon fell ill. 1 would have never imagined that she would 
harm her own children, just because they didn't agree with her! 

"At that point, 1 was in dire need of a magical aide, but who could 1 trust? Competent 
magicians are hard to find, and at this point, 1 don't trust anyone. Who knows who 
may actually be sent by my wife or one of her associates? 

"That's when 1 sent you the letter with the help of my personal secretary, a man that 
I've known and trusted for decades. 

"1 couldn't call for Lady Nerea's help. Without her the whole district of Lutia would 
fall apart, not to mention that it would be a sign of weakness. Who would entrust a 
County to a man incapable of managing his own house? 

"Nana has on more than one occasion assured me that your healing skills are on par 
with hers. Also, having killed a magical beast yourself. I'm reasonably confident that 
you are already more competent than Genon, who graduated from a minor academy 
thanks to his father's money." 

Lith closed his eyes, trying to assimilate all that information at once to decide his 
next course of action. 

'Damn! I'm in a dead end.' He thought. 'If I say no and he survives I'll lose everything I 
built so far. 

'If I refuse and he dies, not only do all my efforts to turn him into my backer fall 
through, but this wannabe Borgia strikes me like someone who after getting rid of her 
husband, will wipe all traces of his existence out as well, and that includes me! 

'Unless she is deaf, blind, and dumb she is bound to know how much the Count has 
invested in me. That puts my entire family in danger. I definitely don't want this Lorant 
guy to come anywhere close to my mother and sisters.' 


Feeling cornered, he had only one doubt. 
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"I consider myself a good healer and hunter, your Lordship, but 1 don't see how 1 can 
help. Except by keeping you safe and healthy for the time being, of course. Yet that 
would just be stalling for time. If you don't have a way to make your wife yield, it 
could go on for years." 

"No, rest assured that it won't. As soon as the marriage is annulled, she will no 
longer be able to make demands on the Lark household. 

"Unless 1 am sorely mistaken, by that time she will be knee-deep in troubles caused 
by our disowned children and for violating the King's law by bringing them into her 
family despite being marked as a living shame. 

"Her only way out is to get rid of me, Keyla, and Jadon. 1 would make my will null and 
void, she would remain the only inheritor alive, plus she could restore Lorant's and 
Koya's status. 

"1 just need you to keep us alive until the King signs the annulment documents." 

Lith's mind was spinning at full gear, consulting with Solus to ensure that all of his 
bases were covered. 

"That can be done. 1 have some demands that 1 would like your Lordship to agree 
with before accepting." 

From their expression, it was clear they didn't expect such a request, yet the Count 
nodded without hesitation. 

"To be able to protect you, 1 need to move inside your house until the matter is 
resolved, right?" 

"But of course! That's why you wear the family colors and crest. Your clothes identify 
you as one of my personal aides, second in authority only to me and my children." 

'Good to know.' Lith thought. 'That explains why Jadon and I have almost matching 
clothes.' 

"1 am deeply honored for it, but if 1 agree to help you, your wife could also target my 
family in retaliation. If 1 move in, 1 might need them to come along, for their safety, 
and someone has to take care of the farm, or they will have nothing to return to." 
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Count Lark facepalmed himself. 


"Oh Lith, I'm so sorry for doubting your loyalty. For a moment I thought you were 
going to refuse. You are right, I missed this possibility. I will have them come here as 
soon as possible. They will be my honoured guests as well. 

"I will send my sharecroppers to tend to your farm until everything is settled. 
Anything else?" 

"Yes. I need free rein within your household. If your wife still has spies among the 
house staff, I will need to resort to unpleasant means to sort them out. We cannot 
expect them to confess out of the goodness of their hearts." 

Count Lark took out a handkerchief, cleaning his already shiny monocle to ease his 
nerves. 

"Do you mean torture and interrogations? Do we really need to resort to that?" 

"As a last resort, yes. Desperate times call for desperate measures. It should not be 
necessary. I can easily disguise myself as your guest while keeping a low profile. 
After all, no one here knows who I am, except for the butler." 

The Count started coughing loudly, Jadon and Keyla looked at each other, before 
turning towards Lith. 

"Actually, everyone knows who you are." Jadon said with an awkward smile. 

"Well, that doesn't mean they know what I am capable of." 

When he saw them exchanging another look, while the Count kept coughing non¬ 
stop, Lith felt compelled to ask: "They don't, right?" 

Keyla cleared her throat before standing up, prompting him to follow her. 

"A picture is worth more than a thousand words. I think you need to see how you are 
depicted in the Painting Hall." 
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CHAPTER 34 
SETTING UP THE BOARD 


"How I am what?" Lith yelled, having lost his cool for a second. 

Now it was the Count's turn to become red up to his ears. Lith followed Keyla, 
resisting the urge to make her move faster. This whole situation was completely 
unexpected, and was weighing heavily on his mind. 

Since Lith had heard of the painting. Solus hadn't stopped laughing, projecting 
famous statues like the David by Donatello or the Perseus by Antonio Canova into his 
head. She had replaced the facial features with Lith's and switched the Medusa's 
head with the Byk's, grinding on his nerves. 

'I swear that if that moron of a Count had me drawn naked or something, I'll kill him 
faster and more cruelly than his psycho wife ever could.' 

Luckily for the Count, that wasn't the case. 

The painting was quite big, one meter [3'3"} large and 1.5 meters [5'} high, and 
represented the Byk, standing on its feet with glowing red eyes in a dark forest, 
occupying the center and the left corner. 

Lith was drawn while facing the magical beast, offering only the left profile to the 
viewer. His small body occupied only the bottom right corner, engulfed in a magical 
aura. His left arm and hand were set ablaze, supposedly because of a fire spell he was 
casting. 

The perspective and darkness-filled background made the Byk seem big and 
terrifying like a dragon, while Lith appeared as the only element of light, his face 
filled with courage and determination. 

The enormous stuffed body of the Byk was placed a few meters to the right, half 
hidden in an alcove, to show the visitor the ending of the story depicted in the 
drawing. 
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'Well, it's not that bad.' Lith thought. 'It's not the tacky horror I had imagined, and I am 
not even idiotically beautified. That's my actual face. Solus, is it me, or do I look kind of 
handsome?' 

'Well, I don't knov\/.' She replied. 'It's definitely a version of you that doesn't glare and 
frown all the time. More importantly, he doesn't look like he is there because he has lost 
a bet, like you do when you watch yourself in the mirror.' 

Lith sighed in relief. At least he wasn't portrayed in his birthday suit or in some kind 
of arrogant or overbearing pose. That would have been really embarrassing for him. 

"What's the problem with the painting?" Lith asked, scratching his head in confusion. 

"The problem is that my father showed it to every guest, servant, and passerby that 
was willing to listen to him. He recounted how you single-handedly defeated the 
malevolent beast in an epic battle of magic and wits." Jadon answered. 

'That's quite an accurate recollection of the events, albeit entirely made up' Solus 
commented. 'The Count would make an excellent storyteller.' 

Lith dismissed Jadon worries with a wave of his hand. 

"You are overthinking it. No one actually witnessed the fight, the pelt is almost 
completely intact, and everyone knows about Count Lark's obsession with magic and 
sponsoring promising youths. 

"They would be more likely to believe that either 1 lucked out or that the Count gave 
me some help, and is trying to distort me into being a hero. No offence, your 
Lordship." 

"None taken." The Count replied. "So, do you like it?" 

He was bouncing with impatience, waiting for Lith's reply. 

"What's not to like?" He shrugged. "I'm not an art expert, but it seems well painted. 
Both me and the Byk are depicted realistically. The only question 1 have is how could 
the artist know my..." 

Then Lith's eye noticed the painter signature in the bottom left corner. It was a 
squiggly line, but with a leap of imagination one could actually read the name 
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'Trequill Lark'. 


Lith turned around abruptly just in time to get a glimpse of Count Lark jumping with 
joy, before regaining his composure. 

Having cleared that issue, they silently returned to the Count's private quarters, 
before resuming their conversation. 

Lith pretended to be casting a fake magic spell, while actually casting his Hush spell. 
It would create a spherical air vortex that would make eavesdropping by 
conventional means impossible, by distorting the sounds coming out of the room. 

"That will prevent anyone from listening in. As 1 was saying, taking everything into 
account, no one would actually believe such a story. Of course the fact that everyone 
knows my face complicates things, but a covert operation is still feasible. 

"The way 1 see it, we have two options. Option one: 1 pretend that I'm a half-baked 
magician who can't live up to what the Count said up until this point. This will give 
the enemies inside and outside the house the confidence to carry on with their plans, 
as if 1 am not even here. 

"It should make it easier to capture whoever tried to poison you, but it also means 
that the assassin will be emboldened and attack more often. Considering that such a 
person could be a small fish, even eliminating them would do us no good. They 
would be easily replaceable. 

"Option two: 1 play it big and loud, confirming all the rumors about me. That should 
put your wife on alert, forcing her to reconsider her plans and become more 
cautious. 

"That would mean a temporary peace, but the next assassination attempts would be 
conducted by a skilled assassin who would strike only after careful preparation, 
giving them a high chance of success. 

"At the same time, it wouldn't be easy to find another trusted mercenary on such 
short notice, if we manage to eliminate the first one. Both paths are filled with thorns 
and danger, so it's up to you to decide." 

The room fell into silence, the three nobles were pondering how they wanted to bet 
their lives. 
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"Isn't there a third option?" Keyla asked. 


"If you can find one, sure. I am open to suggestions." Lith shrugged. 

"I say that our best option is discretion." The Count had made up his mind. 

"We aren't trying to beat Koya at her own game, we just need to stall for time. If we 
managed to survive on our own until now, with Lith's help things should be much 
easier. 

"Let's keep our real strength hidden as long as we can, so that when she finds out the 
truth, hopefully she won't have enough time to take the best countermeasures she 
could. 

"I know her well, she is cold and calculative, but under pressure she is much better 
at taking orders rather than giving them. It's happened multiple times in the past 
and now is not any different. 

"She could have pretended to accept my decision, to stay by my side despite our 
differences. 

"That way, even the first poisoning attempt would have succeeded, since my 
suspicions arose mostly because I knew that she wouldn't stand idly by while losing 
the status and money that the title of Countess gives her. 

"As always, Koya's bad temper got the best other and she made one mistake after 
another. So, what's our next move?" 

"Until everything is resolved, don't hire new servants, it's too risky." Lith said. 

"Aside from that, there is not much we can do, we are still on the defence. The only 
thing that comes to my mind is to introduce me to your staff, one small group at a 
time. 

"Those who are still loyal to you will look at me with curiosity and benevolence, 
while those who are on your wife's payroll may feel pressured and lose their cool. It's 
a long shot but it's better than nothing." 

Lith's plan was actually more complex than that, but it wasn't something he could 
share. 
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Between his Life Vision and Solus' mana sense, he would take note of everyone 
whose physical strength exceeded their occupation's requirements or had at least a 
yellow mana core. 

'Our best bet would be a male, middle aged with a strong body and mana core. It would 
make the perfect suspect.' Lith thought. 

'Why a male?' Solus asked. 

'Because men are physically superior, even in this world. A woman would be better 
suited to a honey trap, but we already know that the Count doesn'tfiddle with the 
maids. 

'Middle aged because it should be someone the Countess planted long ago, to let him 
gain the trust and authority necessary to freely move in the manor. Also, a strong mana 
core would be a great tell for a hitman. 

7 doubt anyone with enough talent for magic would settle for a manual labour job 
without a really good reason. If something magic related happens, it would be the 
perfect diversion, since women would always be the prime suspects being naturally 
more talented.' 

When the Count told Lith that he had fired half of the staff, Lith had deluded himself 
into believing that it would make things easier for him to control. But reality begged 
to differ. 

The remaining personnel still amounted to over fifty units, and that was only after 
not taking into account gardeners and stable workers, since they did not have access 
to the main building. 

'Fifty-four f* eking persons! It's more than the whole village population. It took me 
hours just to meet them all!' 

None of them had shown signs of stress meeting him, making his official plan a 
complete failure. The silver lining was that he had actually found possible suspects. 
The problem, though, was that there were too many. 

Lith had found among the staff sixteen people who stuck out for their physical or 
magical abilities. Yet he had no way of performing a background check outside 
directly asking them or their colleagues, but that would make his intentions too 
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obvious. 


He couldn't rely on the Count or his children for that. They barely knew their names 
and roles in the household. 

Lith decided that for the time being, the best he could do was keep his own family in 
the dark. As long as he played his role as a weak magico, the safest place for them 
was the one furthest away from the eye of the storm. 

He kept thinking and thinking, but he couldn't find a way out. 

'Dammit! I'm really starting to believe that this time I am way out of my league. I'm no 
detective, just an out of practice chemist that now practices magical arts! This is not a 
problem that I can solve by killing or burning stuff 

'The situation resembles a frigging game of chess more and more, and I hate chess! I 
suck at chess when the fight is fair, let alone when all I have is my queen [me], the king 
[Count] and two pawns[heirs]!' 

Solus giggle was the first good thing he had heard the whole day. 

'Well, if the board is so unfavourable, have you thought about cheating?' 

Suddenly Lith's stone ring turned to liquid, splashing on the floor before returning to 
the form of a marble. Eight little legs came out of the stone marble, making it 
resemble a spider that started to move in circles around Lith. 

'Nice little trick, don't you think?' 
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CHAPTER 35 
SOLUS’ ADVENTURE 


7 wanted to give this a try since I gained the ability to change shape at will' Solus 
explained. 

'It's amazing! What canyon do in that form?' 

'The same as always. Store things and use the magic that you know by consuming your 
mana. If you allow me to do it, obviously.' 

'Then what's the point? Last time we checked, our mind link was around 10 meters 
[10.1 yards). Sure, I could plant and use you like a bug, but then I would need to 
somehow retrieve you without raising suspicions. How far canyon move on your own?' 

'We are about to find out!' Solus started moving fast, first on the floor then up the 
wall, until she reached the ceiling. Then she moved on the opposite side of the room, 
putting 5 meters [5.4 yards} between them. 

'So far so good. I feel like I can move even further.' 

Lith opened the door of his room, checking with Life Vision to be sure that there was 
no one hidden in some corner or behind a secret passage that he was unaware of. 

Then he let Solus get further away from him. She kept humming the entire time, 
making it possible for Lith to determine how the strength of their mind link changed 
with distance. 

At ten meters [11 yards}, it was perfectly clear, like she was still on his finger. After 
twenty meters [22 yards} it became muffled, he could still share her senses and 
communicate with her, but it required focus. At thirty meters [33 yards}, her 
thoughts were barely a whisper. 

7 don 'tfeel so good. I'm afraid that this is my limit. If I get any further, I won't be able 
to receive your mana anymore and I will begin to consume my life force in order to 
move. My reserves are not as depleted as when you first found me, but the idea of being 
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all alone, bleeding energy with every step frightens me quite a bit.' 


Lith could understand her fear. She had already come very close to death once, and 
in order to survive, Solus had to pay a terrible price. 

'Ifmana is the problem, let's see if I can do something about it.' Lith created a string of 
mana with spirit magic, and used it to connect to Solus. 

Suddenly everything was clear again, he could even feel her little body perform a 
joyful dance. Solus was able to proceed swiftly until the distance between them was 
fifty meters [54.7 yards}, the new limit of spirit magic's range. 

Sending her mana over a further distance required increasing focus and energy 
consumption on Lith's side. It was like casting and keeping several spells active at 
the same time. 

For Solus to reach the servant quarters, Lith required such concentration that he 
became blind and deaf to whatever was happening around him, going into a 
meditative trance. 

'This is completely unacceptable! I need to babysit the Count and his kids at all times. 
What would happen if we got attacked while I play the sleeping beauty? Not to 
mention how can I possibly explain my 'narcolepsyto the Count without either 
losing his trust or revealing Solus's existence?' 

Lith tried to open his eyes, to listen with his own ears instead of using Solus's senses. 
It didn't come easy, it was like pushing a car uphill, the slightest mistake and he 
would be back to square one. After numerous failures, Lith snapped. 

'Damn! If finesse doesn't work, let's go brute force!' 

Lith forcefully awoke, his room was as he had left it, the door still barred from the 
inside since Solus had gone beyond his line of sight. He could hear and see again, but 
the burden on his mind and body was unchanged. 

He could feel his mana being drained, his mind was slower than usual. It was like 
trying to do mental calculations with a commercial jingle stuck in your head. The 
mind link was still there, but it was blocked. 

'Seems that at this range I can either use my senses or hers, not both. It's not great, but 
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still an improvement. At least I won't have to fall asleep at the weirdest times.' 


Closing his eyes again, Lith asked Solus to come back. When she returned, they 
started planning their next moves. 

In the following days, Lith would stay with the three nobles at all times, barricading 
themselves in the Count's private quarters and surrounded by guards. 

That way from the outside it would look like Lith's arrival had changed nothing, but 
appearances couldn't be more different from the truth. 

Lith would make them drink only water he conjured, and before letting them eat 
even a single bite of any food, he would use magic to search for poisons and detoxify 
them. 

He would also use Vinire Rad Tu, the light magic diagnostic spell, to cover up his use 
of Invigoration, his body strengthening/imaging breathing technique, to check their 
bodies for slow release poisons they could have ingested before his arrival or any 
relevant anomalies. 

The poison was mostly in the food, covered by spices and sauces. The only anomaly 
he could find was Keyla's acne. 

'Poor girl! This stuff doesn't just cover her face, it also covers her back and shoulders. I 
guess for her debut in society she will have to pick a dress that leaves a lot to the 
imagination.' 

While Lith was seemingly holed up, he was actually checking on his suspects, one by 
one. To avoid useless energy expenditure, he would establish his mind link with 
Solus before attaching her to a plate, tray, or under a servant's collar. 

She would then travel to the kitchens in search of her target, and only then would 
she send a small burst of energy to signal Lith to start feeding her again. She would 
then follow the suspect during the day, hoping to catch them red-handed. 

Usually she would get nothing out of it, but just the gossip was worth the trip. 

"Sigh, since the Countess left, so many bad things have happened." Said a maid in her 
late twenties. 
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"Yeah, first someone tried to poison the Count, and then he kicked out a lot of our 
friends! I get that he is scared, but that was unfair." Said a valet that was barely 
eighteen years old. 

"Shut up, idiot! Thank the gods we still have our jobs and references. This isn't a 
good time for slackers and whiners." Rebuked a chubby maid in her forties. 

"Personally, 1 have always considered her Ladyship nuttier than a fruitcake." Chimed 
in Poltus, the butler and head of the staff. He was the one who had welcomed Lith at 
his arrival. 

"She was always nagging to the poor Count and asking for money. Yet this time, 1 
think she may have a motive that, it pains me to admit, is almost justifiable." He said 
dramatically, looking over his shoulder like someone that knows too much. 

"What do you mean? What do you know?" Soon Poltus was hard-pressed to reveal 
his juiciest discovery. 

"Isn't it obvious? 1 mean who in his right mind would stand up for those two 
worthless scum? They are nothing but human-faced monsters, not even the Countess 
would dirty her hands with that trash! 

"I'm so happy they are finally gone. My daughter is getting lovelier by the day, you 
know. During the last year, 1 have spent every day in dread, hiding her from that 
walking d*ck of Lorant." 

"Who cares about your daughter, old fogey, spill the beans!" Said the chubby maid. 

A small crowd of servants had gathered up around him, and even if there was no one 
else around, he whispered like he was about to reveal a forbidden secret. 

"1 think that the kid that just arrived is the Count's fifth son!" All the servants present 
gasped in astonishment. 

"Think about it. Pitch black hair, very tall for his age, obsessed with magic. They are 
clearly made from the same mold! Otherwise why would the Count personally paint 
him and put his picture in the Painting Hall, among his family members? 

"Why would he send the family tailor to make him his clothes and ask the kid to join 
him in his time of need? A family must stick together!" 
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Soon the whole room erupted with shouts and chatter. 


"That's why the Countess was so angry!" "It explains everything!" 

"Do you think he could be the next in the line of succession? Poor Jadon." 

While everyone's imagination was going wild, Solus was really happy that she was a 
magical construct at the moment. 

She was laughing so hard that she could barely keep her form. If she had been inside 
a human body, she would be rolling on the floor, hugging her belly and gasping for 
air. 

The servants' gathering was going to last a long time. Luckily her mark wasn't that 
interested in gossip and started to move toward the servant's quarters. 

Solus promptly detached from the apron she was hiding under and followed her 
quietly until she was able to latch onto her shoe. 

The maid was one of Lith's prime suspects, a member of the personnel that had 
access to all the family's meals. Also, she had a physical and magical strength above 
the average. Not much, but it was all that they had. 

All the other previous suspects had been nothing but a bust. Sure, someone would 
steal silverware, another had an affair with another staff member, but that wasn't 
what Solus was looking for. 

The young girl opened her room with a key and then walked in. All the staff's 
bedrooms were identical, eight meters [8.8 yards} long and six meters [6.6 yards} 
large. 

There would be one bed next to the wall on the opposite side of the door, and two 
more beds alongside the side walls. The only source of light outside of oil lamps, was 
a single large window. Each bed had a wooden chest where the servants could store 
their belongings. 

As soon as she was alone, the maid started grumbling out loud. 

"Those idiots! All they think about is gossip. They make everything related to nobles' 
relationships out to be some sordid affair. Who cares who f *cks who? I can't wait for 
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this mess to be over. Since the staff was halved, I don't get to slack off anymore. 


"The Count has lessened our workload, sure, but with half the house to clean, now 
Pontus has double the time to check on our performance. If 1 get any more demerits, 
that old bastard will take money out of my salary! Gods, I'm so tired." 

She closed off the curtains and then changed into her nightgown before going to 
sleep. Solus could only inwardly sigh. 

'Guess this is just another bust. She really doesn't seem to be a cold-blooded killer. She 
is really cute, though, especially without all those baggy clothes on. I wonder if hers is 
the body type Lith likes, or if he will indulge in these images.' 

She chuckled. 

'Guess not. Based on his memories, it's too soon for his body to have those urges, and his 
mind couldn't care less. Even when I told him I got into the women's quarters he didn't 
check my memories even once, he only listened to my report.' 

Solus used the Hush spell to prevent any noise from waking up the sleeping maid, 
adding a touch of dark magic to turn the room pitch black. 

She then proceeded to open the chest. Using a mix of spirit magic and her body 
shifting abilities, picking the lock was easy as pie. 

While rummaging through the maid's personal belongings. Solus wondered about 
her life. 

'It always feels so odd to be away from Lith. I'm so used to constantly hearing his 
thoughts, worries, and memories that all this silence in my head feels really lonely. Even 
when he sleeps, his mind always keeps me company. 

'After all these years, I still haven't figured out what he is to me. A companion? A host? 

A master, or rather my mother? He gave me a second life, after all, and my first happy 
memory begins with him. 

'The only reminiscences I have before meeting him are filled with the fear of dying or 
losing myself 

The search had given no results. There was nothing outside casual clothes, shoes. 
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family mementos, and harmless letters the maid exchanged with her loved ones. 

'Sigh, according to Earth's detective stories, the culprit should have with them a 
detailed letter from the instigator, money, a signet, a flask of poison or whatnot.' 

Already being in the room, Solus decided to also check the remaining beds and 
wooden chests, starting from the one on the left side of the room. It turned out to be 
even blander than the previous. 

Two down, one more to go.' 

Solus opened the last lock, going through the clothes, the letters, and the trinkets 
contained in the last chest. She turned an old pair of shoes upside down when a 
hidden treasure fell into her hands. 

'Well, well, well. What do we have here?' 
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CHAPTER 36 
SCREAMS OF TERROR 


Later, that day, when Solus returned with the identity of the culprit, a sample of the 
poison, and the hilarious new gossip as prizes, she had expected Lith to be excited or 
at least relieved. 

Instead he was brooding, with the same annoyed face he had when he was forced to 
spend quality time with Trion. 

'Why so gloomy? We did it, we can take her out anytime we want. Smile a little.' 

7 would indeed smile if we managed to find her at the first or maybe fifth attempt. 

'Unless Math has become an opinion since the last time I slept, searching thirteen 
rooms out of eighteen, means you have searched thirty-nine persons. More than two- 
thirds of the staff members. 

'At this point we might as well sweep the remaining five to verify whether or not she 
has any accomplices. On the top of that, this maid wasn't even on my list. The psycho 
wife would have bested me if not for your new ability.' 

Lith started pacing, his mind analyzing the choices he had at hand. 

'You are a real party pooper,you know?' Solus pouted. 

'Sorry, you did a great job, but put yourself in my shoes. First, it took us so long to find 
her that I am pretty sure the Countess has already noticed that something is wrong. 

The Count and his heirs have been poisoned daily, yet they are perfectly fine. 

'It's safe to assume that soon she will resort to a more direct approach. We need to 
move fast, before her pawn flees from the scene. 

'Second and most important, this new piece of gossip you brought me is a nightmare! 
Sure it's all fun and games until you realize that if the rumor reaches the Countess' 
ears, she might believe it. 


traitorAIZEN TIC I 698 



'While I don't care about being a target, the same can't be said about my mother! We 
must wrap this up quickly and try to get as much evidence as we can. This way whoever 
is handling the annulment process will be forced to speed his bureaucratic a*s up. 

'Then, I can ask the Count to bring my family here as soon as possible. When those 
blabbering fools see that I am the spitting image of my father, that stupid rumor will 
finally die out. Only then will I be able to focus on protecting the Count again.' 

'Well, yeah.' Solus shrugged. 'Yet you are forgetting about the bright side. If the 
Countess falls for this rumor, she will get really angry. And when she's angry she makes 
really stupid mistakes. Always such a pessimist. It's no wonder that with a perpetual 
sour face you look like cr*p in a mirror.' 

Ever since Solus had started following the suspects, Lith hadn't been sitting idly 
either. To make use of whatever she would find, he needed a plausible excuse. 

At random times during the day, he would pretend to go investigating on his own, 
leaving the three nobles with the guards, while he would actually always remain in 
the vicinity, ready to intervene if necessity arose. 

Also, he had asked the Count to give him a tour of his magical library, getting the 
opportunity to borrow some tier four books and store them inside Soluspedia. 

Even when they were apart, Lith could still access both of the storage dimensions, it 
would just take some effort to operate them. 

That allowed him to further expand his knowledge about the possibilities of magic, 
and gave him several new ideas. 

The next day, after Solus identified at least another one of the Countess' agents, Lith 
started to prepare the final steps for his new plan, while Solus searched the 
remaining seven rooms. 

It turned out they miscalculated, since both the head butler and the head chef had 
their own private rooms, because of their status and seniority. Her task was made 
faster and easier by the fact that she did not need to tail the target for a whole day 
anymore. 

Solus could just sneak inside and search for evidence as soon as the coast was clear. 
On Lith's side things were a bit trickier. First, he had to identify the poison from the 
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sample Solus brought back. It was a colorless and odorless liquid. 


He spread a small drop of it on his finger and another on his tongue, without 
swallowing it. It tasted sweet and acidic at the same time. 

'What the heck? A pineapple pizza flavored poison? This is disgusting! And here I hoped 
to have left that cr*p on Earth.' 

While his stomach was churning at those horrible memories, the areas where he had 
spread the poison started to become numb. After a bit more time had passed, they 
became red and swollen. 

Since breathing was getting harder, Lith immediately neutralized the poison, before 
looking for it in the Count's books he had stored in Soluspedia. 

'Thankfully, in this world they shouldn't have synthetic poisons outside the magical 
varieties. It shouldn't be hard to find the right one.' 

It turned out to be an extract from a rare type of blackberry-like fruit that usually 
grew in marshlands. The whiteberries, more commonly known as doomberries, in 
their natural state simply had a sweet smell and disgusting taste. If their juice was 
properly distilled and condensed it would become highly toxic. 

Its low dosage symptoms matched the Count's story and the effects Lith had 
experienced perfectly matched the description of its concentrated form. 

At that point, the final issue lay in finding a way to get a full confession without 
destroying the good image Count Lark had of him. Lith didn't miss how disgusted the 
Count had reacted at the mention of torture. 

Lith had no interest in arts, but from the way the Count had painted him, it was clear 
that in his mind the young magico was valiant and righteous, rather than a cold¬ 
blooded schemer with a penchant for inflicting pain. 

'This is so stupid. Not only do I have to save him, but I also have to do it in a way he 
would approve. Having a good man as a backer is both a blessing and a curse. I need to 
get creative.' 

Having almost run out of options, Lith needed to check out books that he never 
thought could have any use to him, before going to the Count and explaining to him 
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the only plan crazy enough to have a ghost of a chance. 




A few days later, Lynna Crestwick was at her wit' end. The Countess was sick and 
tired other failures and had clearly told her to either get the job done or start 
running for her life. 

'That ungrateful b*tch! After so many years of loyal service, a/wqys covering her sorry 
a*s, even volunteering to get rid of her deadbeat husband, that's how she repays me? 
Now I get why the sod wants to get rid of her. 

'I'll make a last attempt before getting out of here. I'm sick of being caught between a 
rock and a hard place, always watching my back. If even this fails. I'll escape to the 
Gorgon Empire. I should be safe there.' 

She had no idea what could have possibly gone wrong. Before getting fired, Genon 
had told her that the doomberry kiss was a powerful poison that even he would have 
a hard time detoxifying. Could the Count have an inhuman constitution despite being 
so thin? 

During her shift in the kitchen, she waited for the plates to be left unattended before 
adding two spoonfuls of poison into the Count's plate. It was impossible to miss, 
since even the napkins had the initials embroidered. 

That dose would be enough to kill a dozen men, but she was tired of slowly raising 
the amount, day after day, waiting for something to happen. 

Some hours later, she finally succeeded. After eating the soup, the Count had started 
to have difficulty breathing and his tongue swelled like a sponge. 

Both the so-called-magician brat and Pontus, who had been a field medic back in the 
military, couldn't help him. The b*astard was finally dead! 

Lynna, just like her co-workers, started sobbing uncontrollably. But while they were 
grieving, she was weeping with joy. Now she was safe, and with the sum she had 
agreed upon with the Countess, she could finally turn her lifelong dream into reality. 

She didn't need to work her a*s off anymore for someone else, it was her turn to live 
in a beautiful house, surrounded by servants. 
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Of course, first she had to wait for the investigation to be concluded. 


Jadon, the new Count, imposed martial law, prohibiting anyone from leaving the 
house without his permission. Lynna had nothing to fear, thought. 

As soon as she spiced up the late Count's plate, she had thrown away the remaining 
poison and carefully washed the flask before putting it back in the kitchen pantry. 

During the rest of the day, every room was combed and every member of the staff 
had to undergo a long interrogation. When they finally let her walk, she was 
exhausted. All the stress and emotions had taken a big toll on her. 

Also, she was starting to realize that she had actually killed a man, and a good one 
too. She tried to ease her guilty conscience by thinking other future wealth and 
happiness, but instead she ended up second-guessing everything she had done so far. 

'What if that h*tch breaks her word? It's not like I can expose her crime, after all. Even 
worse, what if my reward turns out to be a knife in the back or a poisoned drink? She 
doesn't need me anymore. I'm just a loose end. 

'Good gods, what have I done? Have I really killed a harmless buffoon, just for a pile of 
gold?' The words 'pile' and 'gold' still had a soothing effect on her, so she decided to go 
to bed and put all that drama behind her. 

'What's done is done, all the remorse in the world can't bring the Count back, may the 
gods rest his soul.' 

The problem was that her roommates wouldn't stop talking about what happened, it 
was the first time in years that a murder occurred within those walls. 

After some yelling and bickering, she managed to convince them to close the curtains 
and turn off the oil lamp. 

Lynna had just closed her eyes when the doorknob started turning and rattling. 
Someone was trying to get in! 

As soon as the light was lit again, the rattling stopped. 

"What was that?" One of her roommates said. 
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"It must be another of Syka's stupid pranks! She's such an as*hole!" The other one 
replied. 


"And how could she do it if all our rooms are closed from the outside? Martial law, 
remember?" Lynna pointed out. 

When they were still trying to find an explanation, suddenly the room became so 
cold that they could see their breaths condensing, their room's window got all 
fogged up. 

One of her roommates became really scared, banging on the door and calling for 
help, but no one answered. All they could do was wear their heaviest clothes and 
cover themselves with the blankets. 

Then, the oil lamp went out. No matter how hard they tried, it was impossible to 
light it again. Panic started to ensue when the knob rattled again, even stronger than 
before, while their beds shook like during a quake. 

"It's like in the old stories my grandmother used to tell me when I was little!" 
Screamed one of the maids. 

"A vengeful spirit is trying to get in!" 

"Grow up, Seria! There are no such things as ghosts!" Lynna was a woman of action, 
she never believed in folk tales. She raised her nightstand, to use it to smash the 
window that refused to open, when she saw him. 

The late Count Trequih Lark was in front other, despite her room being on the first 
floor. His whole figure was pale white, glowing in a dim light like a firefly. 

His eyes were ah white with no pupils, shedding tears of blood. Small blue flames 
were erupting from his snow-white hair, dancing around him while emitting screams 
of pain. 

Their eyes were locked, Lynna couldn't look away, her whole body frozen stiff, the 
nightstand still raised. 

"How could you do this to me?" The Count's voice sounded distorted and distant, 
barely a whisper, but they could hear it as clearly as a shout. 
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Screaming in terror, the three women ran to the door, trying to open it and calling for 
help. When they looked back, the Count was already floating inside, despite the 
window still being locked. 

When he extended his hand, they felt a jolt running through their spines, falling into 
a cold oblivion. 
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CHAPTER 37 

NO REST FOR THE WICKED 


When Lynna woke up, she discovered she wasn't in her bedroom anymore. The 
moon was covered by clouds, and with only the dim light of the stars, she couldn't 
figure out her new location. 

Lynna only knew she was now in the open. The cold night breeze and the rough 
feeling of the earth under her hands left no space for doubts. As her eyes started to 
adjust to the penumbra, she noticed some humanoid forms laying on the ground, 
only a few meters away. 

Glad to not be alone, she slowly crawled towards them, while trying to remember 
what had just happened. Lynna was about to shake her roommates, when the clouds 
moved and the moon illuminated the forms, revealing them to be skeletons. 

Lynna started to scream, and when she recognized the nightgowns they were 
wearing as those she had seen countless times on her friends, it turned into a shriek. 

Around her, multiple figures started to moan and move about. She tried to run away, 
but tripped over something soft and squishy, hitting the ground. When she opened 
her eyes again, she was staring at a tombstone which was engraved: 

"Here lies Croblan Lark, beloved father and husband." 

Lynna suddenly realized where she was and why it felt so familiar. She was in the 
Lark family burial grounds, where all the forefathers of Count Lark were laid to their 
eternal rest. 

At that moment, she remembered everything: the poisoning, the rattling knob, the 
ghost. She wanted to believe it was all a bad dream, but her foot still hurt after the 
fall. Lynna was about to lose her mind, when the moonlight revealed that the moving 
figures weren't undead, but other members of the staff she knew all too well. 

Two of them were actually her accomplices, Zamon, the second oldest butler after 
Poltus, whose loyalty actually lay only with the Countess, and Bisya, a young maid 
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that had been planted a couple of years ago to keep an eye on the Count's private 
quarters. 

The three of them had been tasked by the Countess to ensure her return to power, by 
eliminating all possible obstacles. It was only thanks to Zamon's and Bisya's help that 
she had been able to slip the poison in the food unnoticed, even when she wasn't 
supposed to be in the kitchen. 

Either by relying on Zamon's authority or Bysia's flirting charm, she had managed to 
complete every task assigned to her after the Countess' forced departure. 

There were also two more staff members with them. Refia, a young valet she had 
often worked with, and Olmund, one of the many butlers of the household. 

"Lynna, is that you?" Bisya looked confused, shaking her head, trying to regain her 
focus. "That scream of yours almost made my head explode." 

"Where in the gods' name are we? Why am 1 not in my room? 1 clearly recall..." 
Zamon's voice was cut short, the blood draining from his visage as he remembered 
the last events. 

"The Count!" He exclaimed. 

At those words, all five of them froze up in place, swept away by the terror caused by 
the unnatural encounter. 

"The Count is back!" Refia said with a choked voice. 

"And the gods know why, but he believes I'm responsible for his death!" 

Soon they all started looking around, finding the corpses of their own roommates. 
Their clothes were unscathed, whereas their bodies seemed to have aged centuries. 

"Rorryk, why did this happen to you?" Olmund fell to his knees, near the remnants of 
his oldest friend, crying desperately. 

"Shut up, you fool!" Zamon forced his mouth shut with a hand. 

"In case you haven't noticed we are in a cemetery! It is better not to wake that which 
can eternal lie." Zamon didn't dare emit more than a whisper, he was very 
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superstitious. 


Usually Lynna would mock him for his cowardice, but this night was different. She 
could feel her guts twisting and turning in fear, her body begging her to run away. 

Suddenly the ground trembled, and a raging fire erupted from an open grave. 

Count Trequill Lark's grave. 

"How could you do this to me?" 

The Count's spirit slowly emerged from the flames. 

"Prepare to be judged by my ancestors." 

From the tombs nearby the Count, three skeletons arose, unearthing themselves up 
to the waist. 

"Murderers!" Wailed an old man's voice. 

"Traitors!" Yelled a woman's voice. 

"Vermin!" Said a man's voice. 

The three skeletons were struggling to get free from the earth's embrace, while 
announcing their verdict. The dirt, tattered clothes they wore kept ripping apart. 

"The die is cast!" The Count's spirit said with an otherworldly deep voice. 

"Confess!" He was pointing his finger towards Refia, who suddenly felt pushed down 
on the ground by an invisible force. 

"I'm innocent! 1 swear!" He said, sobbing uncontrollably. 

The three skeletons started to wail as one, in a cacophony of indistinguishable 
voices. Their hollow orbits emitted a red glow, like a candle had been lit within, and 
like the Count, blood tears started to endlessly flow along their cheekbones. 

"Liar!" The Count yelled, and Refia was dragged by the invisible force towards the 
Count's open grave, whose flames started to rise and roar loudly. 
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The others tried to hold him by the arms, but the spirit's pull was too strong. When 
Refia was thrown into the fiery pit, he emitted an inhuman shriek while the flames 
turned from bright red to an ominous purple. 

"He will serve me in the netherworld, to atone for his sin." The Count's spirit said. 

"Confess!" This time he was pointing at Olmund, who promptly complied. 

"1 confess! 1 confess! It was me stealing the silk bolts, exploiting my inventory duty. 
That's why there was never enough." 

"And how do you atone?" Said the spirit, its eyes reduced to two flaming slits. 

"Tm so sorry! 1 swear!" 

"Words are not enough!" The corpses on the ground arose, their orbits brimming 
with a red light. They lifted Olmund with their skeletal hands over their heads, and 
threw him into the pit. 

"Rorryk, why?" Was his final scream before disappearing in the flames. 

Before the ghost could pass his judgment, Lynna knelt deeply, head on the ground, 
begging for forgiveness. 

"1 confess! It was me poisoning you, and those two are my accomplices!" She said 
pointing at the two survivors. 

Zamon and Bisya tried to take a step back, but the skeletons had returned, 
surrounding them again. 

"Because of you my children are alone in this world!" The ghost wailed in pain. 

"It's only a matter of time before they join me in death! How do you atone?" 

"Tm so sorry! I've been stupid, 1 have no proof. 1 threw away the poison and burned 
all her Ladyship's letters." 

"Then burn yourself!" Lynna was then dragged by her dead roommates into the pit. 
Only the flames put an end to her shrieks. 
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Zamon and Bisya kneeled too, going straight to the point. 


"I can save your children!" Yelled the young maid. "I'm not stupid, I never trusted 
that b*tch as far as I can throw her. I kept all her letters, her orders, in case she broke 
her word! I keep them all under a loose board in the kitchen's pantry." 

"And so did I! On top of that, I know where she keeps all her personal 
correspondence hidden." The old butler rushed to add, fearing that he would become 
useless to his captor. 

"She ordered the poison months ago! Plus there's so much more to it! It's all in a 
secret compartment right under her bed. I swear, that's all that I know! Please have 
mercy on this old fool!" 

"Magnificent!" Said the Count with his usual joyful and enthusiastic tone, clapping 
his hands in delight. 

Suddenly he didn't sound otherworldly at all. The skeletons fell down like puppets 
whose strings had been cut, the fire went out and the Count came down to the 
ground with a thump loud enough to be heard. 

"Was this all..." Zamon couldn't believe his eyes. 

"A farce?" Poltus completed the sentence for him. "Yes, old weasel. I knew you were 
always up to no good." The traitorous servants were able to put a face to the old 
skeleton's voice. 

"Jadon, Keyla, be a dear and go retrieve the evidence. At this point I can't trust 
anyone else." The Count's heirs came right after Poltus, nodding, before running back 
to the house. 

Knowing he was doomed, Zamon still found the strength to look into the open grave, 
finding out that everyone was still alive, just bound and gagged by tendrils of earth. 

Thinking about what would befall him and his family, the old butler was filled with 
regret. The long years of loyal service, the savings of a lifetime, all those careful plans 
for his retirement, shattered together with his hopes for a better tomorrow for his 
sons. 




traitorAIZEN 287 I 698 



Lith sighed with relief, he could finally come out in the open. If he could, he would 
pat his own back. The results had far exceeded his expectations. 

Since Solus couldn't find anything in the remaining rooms, Lith had her follow Lynna 
day and night, taking note of all those she was in contact with the most, to round 
them up all together for the final act. 

Which had been quite a hassle to arrange. To avoid blowing his cover, Lith could only 
resort to chore magic and spells up to tier three, like the Hovering spell he had 
applied to the Count. 

He had explained everything in detail to the Count, to avoid him being scared or 
surprised by the special effects he had in mind. Lith, of course, said he would move 
the skeletons with air magic, while he was actually using spirit magic. 

The blood tears trick was an easy one. Chicken blood that he prevented to clot with 
light magic, while using water magic to make it go down the cheekbones, pass 
behind the ear and through the hair to get an endless stream effect. 

The single steps were easy, but keeping all those spells active at the same time, 
manipulating flames, blood, and skeletons, had been quite exhausting, even with 
Solus's help. She had taken care of half the stage, but the mana she used was Lith's. 

They were like two divers with a single oxygen tank. 

The Count was very happy with the results. 

"Ah! Ah! Ah! 1 always knew that magic is awesome! Flying has been such a 
memorable experience. Not to mention their faces!" Count Lark was laughing like a 
kid after a successful prank. 

"You should have seen their faces! Priceless! 1 never had so much fun in my life." He 
patted Lith's shoulder, covering him in white powder. 

"Who would have guessed that old ghost stories from my books could be so effective. 
With a little tuning here and there, of course!" 

'For being a goody-two-shoes, the Count is quite the trickster.' Lith thought. 'Despite 
being so averse to torture, he had no qualms scaring so many people sh*tless. Guess he 
never heard about psychological torture and PTSD.' 
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As soon as they got their hands on the incriminating evidence, Count Lark 
immediately used his communication amulet to contact the King's Bureau of Law 
and Order to submit them. 

The night clerk assured him that they would move his paperwork to the top of the 
list and that they would send royal investigators to shed light on the case. 

Translated from the bureaucratic lingo, it meant that the Count's case would now 
take days instead of weeks. Lith wouldn't take any risks, not after showing so much 
of his prowess. He had the Count make his whole family come to the estate the very 
next day. 

He also sent them some clothes he had prepared beforehand. In such a palace, the 
lowest stable boy was better dressed than them, even if they wore their best suits. 

When they arrived, one way or another, all the staff was assembled to see first-hand 
the mysterious woman who had spawned the Count's alleged fifth son. 

They expressed much admiration for his mother's and sisters' beauty, and even Raaz 
received a lot of attention. 

When Lith sent Solus to check if the rumour had finally died out, she replied with 
endless laughing out loud and an unbelievable story. 

According to her report, the household was now split into two factions. 

The first team, that she dubbed as #TeamLith, was led by Poltus, who refused to step 
back from his initial theory. 

"Who would have thought that such an airhead like the Count could also be such a 
schemer? Not only had he got himself such a beautiful and young mistress, he also 
had the smarts to choose a woman whose husband resembles him so much that he 
would never suspect the son isn't his own! 

"That witch of the Countess can't hold a candle to such a gorgeous woman." 

The second Team, #TeamRaaz, was led by Hilya. She was the head of the kitchen 
staff, first chef and also Poltus' oldest rival in terms of both authority and gossip skill. 

"Have you gone senile or what? The Count is too noble and chivalrous to cheat, even 
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on such a treacherous hag! Clearly, he had an affair before their wedding, and Sir 
Raaz is the offspring of that love. 

"That means that not only is he the real Count's fifth son, but that the young mage 
and his beautiful sisters are all his secret nephews! That's why he cares so much 
about the boy, and why he has brought them all here, now that the Countess is dead 
set on wiping out the whole bloodline! 

"How noble of him! He probably has protected them from the shadows all these 
years, to keep them safe from his wife's jealousy and ire." 

Lith didn't know whether to laugh or cry. 

'How the heck did we come to this?' 

'Sorry.' Solus shrugged. 'It seems that the Count's staff has the hobby of making 
everything related to nobles look sordid. Thinking ill of something makes even 
coincidences look interesting, don't you think?' 

Lith shook his head in desperation. 

'Poor mom. She is just a forbidden love triangle away from becoming the main 
character of one of those chick flicks that were all the rage a few years ago on Earth.' 
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CHAPTER 38 
BURYING THE HATCHET 


Aside from the gossip, life in the Count's private quarters was really peaceful. 

Count Lark took the initiative to explain everything to Lith's parents, taking the 
blame entirely on himself and giving only words of praise to their son. 

Raaz and Elina were actually quite angry and wanted to give Lith a solid piece of 
their mind. Yet after the Count apologized, even bowing to them, they were too 
embarrassed and flattered to say anything, at least in front of him. 

The whole family could not stop staring at the house. Walls made of stone, the 
luxurious furniture, the carpets. Everything seemed to come straight out of a fairy 
tale. Until that day, they had always thought they would never see such riches. 

Lith was wondering how long it would take for them to come back down to earth 
when breakfast arrived. The delicious and sweet smell of the pastries immediately 
caught their attention. 

'Just great.' Lith sighed inwardly. 'I should have expected my family's reaction to the 
Count's house. Luckily our hosts are overlooking their rude behavior. 

'My only hope is that they don't jump on the food like starving v/olves. That would be 
too embarrassing!' 

'Party pooper! Let them be happy, so that maybe they'll beat your a*s less when you get 
back home.' Solus rebuked. 

'Point taken.' 

As soon as the cart entered the room, Lith's family mimicked their hosts behavior, 
politely sitting around the table in an ordered manner, waiting to be served. 

That was also the first time someone outside the family was treating them with such 
care. The girls couldn't stop giggling. 
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'What thef*ck?' Lith was fairly surprised. 


It wasn't a maid pushing the cart full of delicacies, it was Hilya herself, accompanied 
by some kitchen personnel that Solus identified as her posse. It was the first time 
that Lith saw her in the flesh and soon he understood why. 

Hilya personally served the Count's family and then Lith's, showering everyone with 
compliments and attention. 

Her followers did the same, but with more tact and less enthusiasm. When they left, 
there was enough food on the table to feed a battalion. 

'#TeamRaaz rules, b*tch!' Solus screamed. 

Count Lark was both embarrassed and flabbergasted. Hilya barely served him on his 
birthday, and he had no idea why his usually impeccable staff had taken such 
liberties with his esteemed guests. 

Lith signaled him that he would explain later, then he stopped everyone in their 
tracks and prevented them from taking a single bite. 

Usually that would have garnered him a lot of nasty words from his family, but in 
front of their host they had to shut up and listen. 

The mention of the past poisoning attempts made them inwardly perform a 180° 
turn, going from planning revenge to gratefulness in just a few words. 

Lith wasn't willing to let his guard down. He kept checking every single plate and 
forcing them to drink only conjured water. 

It was really depressing for his family, since he was the only one having tasted hot 
chocolate back on Earth, but they sucked it up. 

In the following days, the forced cohabitation would have been much more awkward, 
if the Count's private quarters had not been bigger than their own house. 

The women, led by Keyla, took the bedroom for themselves. It was the biggest and 
most comfortable room, while the men had to settle for the anteroom and its soft 
sofas. 
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There were no more assassination attempts. All the gathered evidence had caused a 
fuss for the Countess and by remaining stubbornly holed up in the best guarded and 
easily defensible part of the house, the Count left her with no openings. 

Koya Lark had looked in every nook and cranny, searching for leverage, but the 
Count had no weakness she could exploit. Also, that nasty magico kid was even 
worse. 

After a thorough background check, she discovered he had no friends and no family 
outside those he had brought with himself. 

Killing or kidnapping his lost brother, Orpal, could be considered doing him a favor 
at best. The only person remaining was Nerea/Nana, his mentor, but that was 
suicide. If the kid was so powerful, what were the limits of that old hag's prowess? 

The Countess could only curse herself for always ignoring her husband's hobbies. 

She had no idea who Nana was, or what repercussions messing with her could have. 
Koya knew nothing about magic, except what her cousin, Genon told her in the past. 

Even then, she had only pretended to listen to him most of the times. She decided to 
keep that as a last resort, if everything else failed. 

Meanwhile, Lith's family was quickly getting accustomed to living in such a splendid 
manor, wearing only beautiful clothes and eating delicious food. 

Aside from the random scare caused by a guard's sneeze or an animal in the garden, 
life had turned into a fairy tale for them. 

Lith, instead, was quite annoyed. Since the first day, the Count, Keyla and Jadon had 
showered Elina, Rena and Tista with praises for their perfect skin and luscious hair. 

"Tm so envious of you, girls. 1 wish 1 could get rid of these things on my face." Keyla 
sighed. Over time the camaraderie between the young ladies had grown strong. 

"Yeah, you are already so pretty. If only..." Tista threw Lith a meaningful look, that he 
pretended not to notice. 

Jadon's interest toward Rena was embarrassingly obvious, and while he tried looking 
at her stealthily, such attention in turn got him several stone-cold glares from Lith. 
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"I get that he is just twenty and horny as a boar, but she is just fourteen. Back where I 
came from that's bad. Plus, unless he wants to marry her. I'd rather neuter him. 1 
won't allow him to ruin her future, treating her like a fling! Over my dead body!" 

Rena was flattered by both the young man's attention and her little brother's care. 
Yet she was just dazzled by the house, not stupid. Elina had warned her many times 
about young men, nobles or not, who would try to take advantage of naive young 
girls. 

She would accept compliments, but refuse any improper gift and avoided remaining 
alone with him. When Keyla and the Count noticed that if Lith's glares could maim, 
Jadon could easily fit into an envelope, they had a private talk with him. 

After that the air in the room became a lot lighter. 

Finally, the Count received notification via the communication amulet that the 
annulment was finally done. He was once again a free man. 

After confirming that Koya had been notified too, hence she had no more reason to 
plot against him, he could finally relax and step out of his room for the first time 
since weeding out the traitors. 

The first thing he and Lith did was to contact Nana to explain everything to her. 

"That's why you were so serious." She pondered. "And why you took away my only 
helper. Lark, when we meet again, we have to talk about compensation. My business 
suffered because of your family squabble." She nagged. 

"There, there. Lady Nerea. It was a matter of life and death, and the young Lith 
proved to be decisive in solving the matter." 

"Hmm. Sorry, but 1 have to go. 1 have business to attend to. We'll talk later, especially 
with you, young imp. This lack of trust wounds my old heart." She said trying to act 
all old and frail. 

Lith bowed and asked for her forgiveness, but his thoughts were quite different. 

'Do you even have a heart? Td bet all 1 have that the only reason you are pouting is 
that you have missed such juicy gossip for so long.' 
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Contrary to their expectations, Nana called only a few hours later, and their next 
conversation had an entirely different mood. Nana was laughing her a*s off the entire 
time, managing to speak only briefly while gasping for air. 

"Ah! Ah! Ah! You won't believe what just happened to me! Someone just tried to 
kidnap me. I'm serious!" A long laughing pause followed. 

"It made me feel young again, like when 1 was still an adventurer. Guys dressed in 
tacky full black clothes, coming at me from all directions, it was hilarious! 

"You should have seen their faces when 1 took them down at once with a Corona 
Discharge!" 

According to the Count's books, it was a very strong tier five lightning spell, Nana's 
true specialty was air magic, after all. Lith had no idea what it was exactly, it was 
mentioned, but not described. 

He already had enough troubles understanding tier four spells, they were on a 
league of their own compared to the magic he had previously learned. 

"They were so cute! They even had some minor magical items on them. 1 have no use 
for such trinkets, but 1 can still sell them for good money." 

Lith was so envious. Magical items! He had yet to find any. 

'Hey, that's offensive!' Solus said. '/ resent that!' 

'You are not an item, you are a friend.'The pure sincerity of that thought sent Solus 
giggling and blushing into a corner other mind, away from Lith's perceptions unless 
he explicitly searched for her. 

"That makes the three of us even." Nana said. 

"1 have not had this much fun in decades. 1 was almost considering letting some of 
them go and not submitting a report to the Mage Association. Almost. So, Lark, this is 
my annulment gift for you. 

"From now on, you can choose to introduce yourself as a bachelor or a widower. I'd 
go with widower, it's more dramatic. Chicks dig rich lonely men and it makes it less 
awkward to explaining why you have two children already. Ta-ta!" 
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After the communication ended, both men were shocked to their bones. 


"You told me that your wife handled stress badly, but this is beyond idiotic!" Lith 
even forgot the most basic etiquette. 

"Indeed." The Count didn't seem to notice. "The only explanation is that Koya had 
arranged Lady Nerea's kidnapping in advance, and when she received the news 
about the annulment, it was too late to call it off. 

"Nerea is a close friend to both of us. Koya's plan would make sense if Lady Nerea 
wasn't the strongest magician in all the County. Not to mention that even if the plan 
succeeded, the result would be disastrous anyway." 

Count Lark sighed. 

"Koya, you never listened to me when 1 talked about magic and its rules. 1 hope they 
don't make you suffer too much. You are still the mother of my kids." 

Thinking about the destruction that was about to befall the whole Ghishal 
household, including his disowned children, he could not avoid shedding tears of 
regret and compassion. 

Lith moved behind him, patting his back while using his sheer willpower to suppress 
a hysterical laughter. 

Lith and his family spent two more weeks as the Count's guests, fully enjoying his 
hospitality and the beauty of the whole manor, especially the park. 

Now that there was no danger anymore, everyone could have a room of their own. 
That meant that away from prying eyes, Rena and Tista could freely mock their little 
brother for the Count's painting and the heroic aura he had depicted him with. 

Living every day with Lith, they really couldn't see him as someone great or 
overbearing. He was always their little brother. 

Lith paid them no mind, their laughter was something he had fought so hard to 
protect. As long as they laughed happily, sibling mockery was perfectly acceptable. 

Elina and Raaz, instead, were really scared by the stuffed Byk, considering that their 
son had been reckless enough to face such a beast on his own. When they got back 
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home, they would give him a talk, but not now. 


There was no point in spoiling their first vacation in over thirty years. For farmers, 
vacations were just myths, like dragons. 

Lith used that time to get acquainted with the huge magic library the Count had 
assembled over the years, finally discovering what Blood Resonance magic was. 

It was a recently discovered branch of light magic, and by using it a mage could 
ascertain if two people were blood related or even to whom a blood sample 
belonged. 

'Interesting, back on Earth this could become the foundations for forensics analysis. 
Seems that this mage, Duke Marth (AN: name, not title] is still alive and well, teaching 
magic in the White Griffon Academy. 

'This makes two famous mages residing there. Maybe Nana went to the Lightning 
Griffon because of her air magic prowess, while the White Griffon specializes in light 
magic. Or maybe it's just a coincidence. Whatever, it's too far from here for me.' 

Returning home turned out to be a bit traumatic for his family. No more servants, no 
more slacking off, no more all you can eat buffet 24/7. It took several days and even 
more sighs, but soon they returned to their old routine. 

The Count's sharecroppers had done an excellent job. They even repaired and 
reinforced the house, making it seem brand new. The Count had also sent them home 
with lots of gifts. 

All the clothes that had been prepared for them, a lot of make up from Keyla, and a 
whole crate of food from Hilya. The cook was really fond of the family, and couldn't 
wait to have them back in the manor. 

One night, Lith was training his martial arts together with Solus, when she felt an 
unknown mana core approaching. More curious than worried, he made her return to 
his finger and set up various layers of protection around the house. 

Whoever he was, he was alone and not very sneaky. Now that he had stopped 
practicing, Lith could hear him getting closer. The night birds and insects had gone 
silent. 
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"Who the heck are you?" Lith asked as soon as their eyes met. 


The man in front of him wore an expensive robe, worthy of a magician in Dungeons 
& Looting, but it was now all dirty and ripped in many places. He was unshaven with 
mud caked into his hair, and with only the moonlight Lith couldn't discern its color 
from the dirt. 

"You!" The man had a pleasantly surprised expression on his face. "You have finally 
returned! 1 have waited for weeks, sleeping in the mud and eating only acorns and 
berries, but it was worth the wait." 

"I'll ask you only one more time, who are you?" Lith yawned, the man was not 
making any sense. 

"Tm Genon Ghishal! You killed my entire family! Prepare to die!" 

Lith reacted by laughing his a*s off. 

"Oh! 1 get it now! Bravo on surviving despite belonging to a family of brain-dead 
idiots!" 

"How dare you! I'll kill your whole family, like you killed mine!" 

Lith started laughing even harder. 

"You? With your pathetic yellow mana core? Even my little sister is stronger than 
you." Lith's words and countenance made no sense to Genon. 

Outraged by such a lack of respect and fear, completely different from how he had 
imagined the face off while enduring all the hardships, Genon started casting a 
Lightning spell. 

Lith responded by bringing his index finger up to his lips whispering: 

"Hush! We don't want to wake up the neighbors." 

A second air dome, beside the one that Lith had previously set up around the whole 
house, surrounded the two men, covering a thirty-meter [33 yards} radius. 

"Brezza Inidra!" Genon completed his spell, a bolt of lightning shot toward Lith, who 
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was still laughing. 


"Look up!" He said pointing to the sky, and like an obedient dog, the bolt turned 90° 
up, rising harmlessly in the air before dissipating. 

"Seriously? A tier two spell? How the heck did you manage to graduate from 
whatever backwater academy they sent you to?" 

Genon suddenly felt scared. What he had just seen made absolutely no sense. Not 
even his teachers had ever done something like that. 

"You know, 1 am really stressed." Lith stopped laughing, his tone turning cold and 
detached, like he was talking to himself rather than to his opponent. 

"1 have spent weeks holed up, pretending to be weak and harmless! Playing the good 
f*cking kid role! But now 1 can finally be myself." 

For the first time since he had achieved the cyan mana core, Lith went all out. His 
body released a brilliant cyan aura, filled with killing intent. His bones and muscles 
started to pop and creak, moving to accommodate the sudden surge of power. 

His eyes glowed like torches, emitting an ice blue radiance while his smile went from 
ear to ear. His teeth shined like fangs in the full moon light. 

Genon was scared but not frozen. He started to cast a tier three fireball, the strongest 
spell he could cast safely without risking the spell backfiring on him. 

Lith stood there, tilting his head left and right, waiting for him to finish. 

The fireball was a five meters [5.5 yards} radius sphere of raging flames, but the 
closer it came to Lith, the more it shrank, until it became the size of a marble, 
allowing Lith to catch it with his open palm and squeezing it out with a puff. 

"Tsk, tsk. You can use everything but fire magic. The noise isn't a problem, but the 
light could alert someone, and we don't want that." 

Genon had no idea what was happening, but he knew that remaining there was too 
dangerous. That wasn't a magico, but a monster. He tried to run away, but before he 
could get out of the Hush zone Lith was already pinning him down. 
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"First you threaten my family and now you want to leave? That's rude! The night is 
still young, and 1 have so many experiments to try on you. Let's play!" 

Despite the protective barrier, deep in the Trawn woods, the Ry, king in the east, 
could feel the magic turbulence growing stronger. 

"Take heed, my pack. Some human has threatened Scourge's cubs. Let's learn from 
his mistakes, and pray together for his soul, so that in his next life he will be wiser 
for this." 

The entire woods resounded with howls until dawn came. 
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CHAPTER 39 
CHALLENGING TIMES 


The next day, Lith was happy and relaxed. He kept humming the whole time while he 
cleaned the house and prepared breakfast, reheating the pastries to make them 
regain some of their fragrance. 

The long permanence in the Count's manor had proved to him how stressful it was 
being constantly forced to hide his skill and powers. Being born in a backwater 
village, where no one knew jack about magic was a blessing in disguise. 

He had become too used to the freedom and isolation that living in a farmhouse 
guaranteed him, to the point that holding back and constantly pretending to use fake 
magic for a prolonged period was akin to torture for him. 

After a long discussion with Solus about the problem, they decided that finding a 
way to avoid attending any magic academy was the best course of action. 

According to the magic annuals he had read during the last weeks, it was possible to 
become a member of the Magic Association even as a home-schooled. It just required 
a longer and more difficult exam session. 

The biggest differences between a home-schooled and a magic academy graduate 
only amounted to a matter of fame and prestige. 

By being admitted and successfully passing the tests devised by famous and talented 
magicians, the student was bound to have an easier time with whatever the path of 
his choosing was. 

A home-schooled, instead, no matter the score he could achieve, would always be 
seen like a rogue magician with no references. He would first need to prove himself, 
by either performing voluntary military service or becoming an adventurer. 

Achieving merits was the only way for a rogue magician to have access to a 
prestigious and well-paid job. Lith didn't care for any of that, he just wanted to 
develop his powers, staying away from the spotlight until he reached sixteen years 
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old. 


At that point, he would be considered an adult, and could finally leave Lutia to start 
exploring the world and searching for a solution to his reincarnation problem. 

If achieving true death turned out to be impossible, he would need to find a 
workaround by either becoming an immortal or binding his soul to his current 
world. 

That would be the worst-case scenario, but at least if he died, he would still be 
reborn with all his magic knowledge and have Solus by his side. 

Thanks to the money he got from the Count for saving his family, Lith had no need to 
keep working as a healer. Only when Nana was on house calls or away for personal 
matters, would he take her place in the home office. 

Many farmers relied on his presence and discounted prices to afford all the medical 
care they needed. Nana's usual fares were too expensive for them. 

Just because at the moment he had no need for an extra income, it didn't mean he 
had already forgotten how bad it was for a family being forced to watch one of their 
loved ones suffer, the helplessness felt when money dictated the difference between 
living and barely surviving. 

Lith would spend most of his mornings exploring the Count's library, in search of 
tomes to borrow. 

It was a room twice the size of his house, at least one hundred square meters [109 
square yards) big, located in a corner point of the main building. 

Both the west and north side of the room had huge windows, arranged so that the 
sun would manage to perfectly light it until dusk. 

The bookshelves were placed from wall to wall, parallel to each other, and spaced so 
as to avoid the ridiculous domino effect in case one fell over, creating four corridors. 
In the center of the room, there was a luxurious desk and a couple of armchairs. 

The books covered all the topics, not just magic. It was the sum of all the knowledge 
the Count had accumulated through the years. Every time Lith returned home from 
the library, he would carry over a small chest full of delicacies. 
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Hilya would never let him go away empty handed. 


The first book Lith picked up, was the Lightning Griffon Academy rulebook. Together 
with useless information, like how to submit your application and what were the 
most common admittance tests, he found an answer to an old question. 

The academy would last five years, and each year the student would need to prove a 
rising level of mastery of magic. The first year required learning at least twenty tier 
one spells, the second one thirty tier two, and so on. 

"So that's why spells are divided into tiers. It's to identify the skill level of the magico 
compared to the official academic course." 

Tiers from one to three were comprised of simple spells with a single effect. Tier 
three was basically the same as a tier one, but much more powerful and with higher 
requirements in terms of talent and skill. 

From tier four, the effects would be much more complicated, like when Lith weaved 
together different spells with true magic. Tier four and five, based on what he could 
find, seemed to be greatly similar to true magic. 

"That's probably why most mages never learn the truth about magic. Once they think 
they have reached the pinnacle, they simply stop asking themselves questions. They 
put too much attention to the destination and too little on the trip itself." 

Aside from magic, Lith was also burdened by an annoying personal problem. After 
seeing his family, the Count was begging him on a daily basis to help his daughter get 
rid other acne. 

"Please, the Debutante Ball is when a young noble gets introduced to society as an 
adult, in the presence of the King's Court. It's a very important event that can affect 
her whole life. 

"It can change not only her chances of finding a good husband, but she could also be 
hand-picked by the Queen as her personal attendant or even a lady-in-waiting." 

It wasn't that Lith didn't understand, such events had existed on Earth as well. More 
like he didn't care much. He firmly believed that only one person could keep a secret. 
Two were a risk, three a whole crowd. Adding a fourth person wasn't much to his 
liking. 
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'Solus, what do you think I should do? The Count has done and is still doing so much for 
me. A hard pass would be extremely rude on my side. At the same time, I don't know 
how much I can trust Keyla, being that she is a teenager.' 

'I'd say to play it smart. Nana was extremely vague about what you did, and the Count 
has no idea about the before and after, since he only saw your family after the 
treatment. 

'Explain to Keyla the dangers you are putting yourself in just by helping her, and after 
you are sure she has understood, cure only her acne, nothing more. This will minimize 
the risks. 

'The fact that you saved her life should matter to her. Not to mention that after what 
her mother put Keyla through, she shouldn't be that naive anymore. She knows what it 
means to live under a sword of Damocles.' 

Following Solus' advice, Lith and the Count explained all the possible consequences 
of breaking his trust to her, both for Lith and her family. 

Keyla was a smart girl, so she felt kind of offended by receiving such obvious 
warnings. 

"First of all, thank you for your trust. You have already saved my life, and now you 
are willing to risk your own safety to save my social life too. This is a debt 1 will never 
be able to fully pay back. 

"Second, you have no reason to worry about my silence. An advantage is called an 
advantage because you are the only one who has it. 1 would rather cut my tongue out 
than to allow my competition to get their hands on something like this. 

"No offense, dad, but 1 know all too well that we are just small-time nobles in a 
backwater County. 1 need all the help 1 can get. Even with no acne, with our status 
and wealth, we are still leagues behind the big noble families." 

Lith chose to play it safe, making the process last for weeks instead of seconds so 
that her skin treatment would go unnoticed. 

They kept Jadon in the dark, and he only noticed the changes when her skin had 
become smooth and her make up much lighter. 
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Thanks to Solus, he was also able to keep the female staff under his watch, and when 
not even they noticed anything strange, Lith could finally sigh with relief. 

By that time, the Count's mansion was back at full staff, and the whole house was 
busy preparing for a big party. The Count wanted to celebrate two happy events. 

The first was the annulment, while the second had been something completely 
unexpected. Based on his prenuptial arrangement, the Crown had decided to assign 
to him all the lands and annuities of the Ghishals after their untimely disappearance. 

Sadly, he wanted Lith to attend, to introduce him to all the neighboring nobility. 

"It's really important for you, 1 managed to get even Marchioness Mirim Distar to 
attend. She is for me what 1 am to all the Barons and Baronets in the County. Her 
Marquisate encompasses all the region and its Counties. 

"If you can, prepare a good gift for her. The only suggestion 1 can give to you is to 
prepare something with your hands, or even better, with your magic!" 

Lith was unimpressed and uninterested, but having to live another eight years in 
Lustria County, he could only suck it up and move on. Making a gift for a woman was 
already hard, making one for someone much richer than him was a challenge. 

"Does she like games?" 

"Yes, she loves all kinds of strategy games. She is a smart and cunning woman. If 
there is ever a war, gods forbid it, she would make an excellent general." 

"And 1 suppose she is the head of the Distar household, right?" 

"Once again correct. Her spouse married into her family. He is like a prince consort, 
his title as Marquis is purely nominal. Don't tell me you already have something in 
mind?" 

Lith nodded and left, very sad at the idea of wasting a whole afternoon and evening 
being a wallflower. 

His destiny was akin to that of Cerda's corpse, something to show and brag about, 
before completely forgetting about it and moving to the next gossip piece. 
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CHAPTER 40 

CHALLENGING TIMES (2) 


Count Lark had another suit of clothes prepared for Lith, specifically tailored for the 
occasion. It was very similar to the other day-suit he had received in the past, but 
black in color and with a more elegant cut. 

'It's amazing how similar party suits are compared to Earth customs. All men wear 
almost the same clothes, the only significant difference is the household crest 
embroidered on the chest pocket. 

'Instead, the women all wear different types of dresses, varying in colors, neckline, and 
embroideries. Not to mentions the jewelry. Aside from family rings, men wear only 
monocles or pince-nez. They really resemble a flock of penguins.' 

Lith kept himself away from the crowd as long as he could, there was nothing to be 
gained except awkward memories and curious looks. 

Lith soon discovered that Marchioness Distar was very important to Count Lark. 

So important in fact that the Count arranged a private meeting between Lith, the 
Marchioness and himself in his private quarters while the party was taking place in 
the ballroom. 

"Thank you so much for coming, dear Marchioness. You have no idea what it means 
for me to have the possibility to share such a happy moment in your company." 

"The pleasure is all mine, dear Lark, 1 wouldn't miss it for anything in the world." Her 
lips were smiling, but her eyes weren't. 

Lith's instinct could tell that she was actually quite bored, and that she was here only 
because the Count must have relentlessly cajoled the Marchioness to convince her to 
attend. He knew from experience how stubborn the Count could be. 

Based on what the Count had told him. Marchioness Distar should be a woman in her 
late thirties, but even with the little make up she wore, it was hard to imagine her a 
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day older than thirty. 


She had a beautiful face with great proportions, eyes brimming with intelligence and 
curiosity. She wore her waist-long hair straight down, with no hairpin or barrette to 
adorn it. 

She had dark brown hair, with shades of blue all over it. It was almost hypnotic to 
look at when she shook her head. 

Her evening dress was of a pale blue, with no neckline. It even covered her 
shoulders. In contrast to all the other noble dames, the Marchioness had no 
gemstones embroidered throughout her attire and was wearing a pair of evening 
gloves. 

She had clearly chosen a plain dress, hoping to either go unnoticed or leave early. 

"This is the boy 1 talked to you about so much." The Count laughed. "He is incredibly 
skilled, wise beyond his age and according to Lady Nerea, he is blessed by the light." 

"Really?" The Marchioness didn't believe a word, but ruffled Lith's hair nonetheless. 

Lith could feel that such a gesture of intimacy was out of place, coming from such a 
grand dame. It also had no warmth at all. It felt more like a dog show judge checking 
the fur, rather than a caress. 

'Sigh, as predicted, Trequill has once again wasted my time.' The Marchioness thought. 
'It's just another of his childish delusions, finding a talented male mage in such a 
scarcely populated land. 

7 would really love to tell him that the reason why women and magical beasts have 
colored shades in their hair is the sign of the blessing from the six gods of magic. It 
would save so much of his efforts and my time. 

'Too bad that the Mage Association would make a huge fuss if I did. Those old fogeys 
and their reluctance to reveal such an open secret. Everyone in the King's Court knows 
it. Whether they are a mage or not.' 

Lith could see she was disappointed, but had no idea why. Eager to go back home 
and do something actually meaningful, he bowed to her. 
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"My name is Lith of Lutia, your Ladyship. I'm glad and honored to make your 
acquaintance. Please, accept this humble gift. It's not much, but I made it myself." 

The Marchioness was pleasantly surprised. 

'At least this country bumpkin acts humbly and knows the proper etiquette, instead of 
being all arrogant like he owns the place, unlike all his predecessors.' She thought. 

"Thank you. I'm much obliged." It's what she actually said even before opening the 
envelope. 

It turned out to be a square shaped wood board, with sides about fifty-one 
centimeters [20 inches} long, with eight columns and rows of black and white 
alternating colors of wood. 

After checking with the Count, Lith discovered that chess did not really exist in this 
world. He really didn't want to waste any time thinking about what a proper gift for 
the Marchioness would be, so he decided to adapt a version of chess for this new 
world and gift it to the Marchioness. 

The Marchioness interest was piqued, she had never seen anything like it before. The 
board was accompanied by the chess pieces and a booklet explaining all the rules. 

The differences from the common chess game were few but significant. First, the 
king and queen roles were swapped. Lith had to suck up to an important woman, 
making the king the game goal was plainly stupid. 

Also, he renamed the bishops as mages and the pawns as commoners. Everything 
else was as it was supposed to be. 

The Marchioness read the rules so fast that Lith thought she was simply skimming, 
instead she asked him a precise question. 

"Why can the commoners become any chess piece if they reach the end of the 
board?" Although he had considered it unlikely, Lith had prepared for this question. 
He gave the usual fortune cookie wisdom answer that the Count so much liked. 

"Because when someone, even a commoner, completes his journey toward wisdom, 
life holds endless possibilities. After all, even the King's ancestors at some point have 
been simple commoners, before rising to power." 
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The Marchioness giggled softly. 


'Well, it seems that at least the part about the wisdom is true.' She thought. 

"Fancy a game? It seems really interesting. You could show me the ropes. It would be 
a nice way to get to know each other better. You can understand a lot about a person 
based on how he plays, wins, but most importantly how he accepts loss." 

Such an outcome was completely out of his expectations. Lith was taken aback, he 
knew very little about chess, aside from the rules. He had never liked the game 
much, he found it to be too long and boring. 

Why waste time with some pieces of wood, with so many VR games available on 
Earth? He had learned to play when he was very little, after reading a wonderful 
book about a chess player, but his experience had been far from pleasant. 

He was too reckless and impatient, barely able to think one move ahead. Lith found 
no pleasure nor passion while playing chess. To him, it was like a game of solitaire 
where you have to wait minutes to turn a single card. 

Luckily, he was never alone. Solus had fallen in love with the game since she saw it in 
Lith's memories, viewing all the matches he had played in the past and those he had 
spectated. 

'Solus take the wheel! Save me, please!' He thought. 

"It would be a pleasure, your Ladyship." 

After sitting at a table, the game began. 

Even from her first game, the Marchioness proved to be incredibly intelligent, 
cunning and bold. She was able to think at least five moves in advance, always trying 
to figure out Lith's intentions and weak points. 

Too bad for her, Lith barely knew what he was doing. He was the perfect straw man 
for hiding Solus's real plans. He would just move the pieces as she instructed him to. 

'You defeated her in barely thirty moves. Shouldn 'tyou be a little kinder to her?' Lith 
asked. 


traitorAIZEN 309 I 698 



The Marchioness clicked her tongue, asking for a rematch. 


'To a smart woman like that? She would notice and get offended, naive man.' Solus 
thought. 

'Maybe if you went easier on her earlier, she wouldn't notice now!' 

'And where's the fun in that?^^ 

Lith was flabbergasted. 

'This is not a matter of fun! We're sucking up to her, remember?' Lith said. 

'Oops! My bad.' 

'Oops, my pale a*s!' 

Solus started to slow things down, but after just a few moves the Marchioness 
showed a displeased face before toppling her queen. 

"1 clearly underestimated you and your game. 1 need more time to get acquainted 
with all the possibilities." She extended her hand, and Lith shook it. 

She had a gentle but firm grip, Lith could feel no hostility from her. 

"Mind if 1 show it around? 1 need opponents to get some practice." 

"It's all yours. You can do anything you want with it." 

After that, Lith left the two nobles to their discussion. He was all too happy to get 
away from that torture chamber. 

After asking Jadon if he was finally allowed to leave [in a polite manner, of course} 
and getting a no as an answer, Lith was left pondering on what had just transpired. 

'Hmm, maybe there is a silver lining in you crushing that woman.' He thought. 

'Really?' Solus replied. 

'Yes. If we want to avoid being forced to enroll in a Magic Academy, we could just as 
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well sabotage ourselves a bit. 


'We already know that the Count does not have the means to ensure our admittance. If 
we piss off the nobles a little, just enough for them to not back his recommendation, 
we'll avoid the whole thing without offending the Count.' 

'Good idea! Even if indirectly, you have already caused both the Ghishal and Trahan 
households to fall. In the nobles' eyes, you probably already have quite some demerits. 
You are already halfway there, you're quite good at being disliked.' 

'Thanks for the vote of confidence.' Lith turned sour. 

Solus inwardly cursed herself for the slip of the mind and avoided apologizing. At 
that moment it would only add fuel to the fire. 

For the first time in years, Lith was actually hurt by those words, his anger silently 
rose. 

When he heard someone belittling his endeavor of killing Gerda, he seized the 
opportunity to set his plan in motion. 

It was a couple, likely father and son, commenting on the stuffed Byk exposed in a 
corner of the room. 

"It's not that big." Said a chubby middle-aged man that barely managed to reach 
Gerda's navel with his head. "I'm sure you could have killed it too, Frenon." 

"1 don't know dad." Replied the ten year old kid who shared a striking resemblance 
with the man, only younger and thinner. "It seems big to me. And look at those fangs 
and claws. This Lith must be crazy to get near something like this." 

"Bah!" Scoffed the man, making his double chin and his waxed brown curls tremble. 
"If you kill it with magic, there is no need to get close. It's just that simple. How can 
you be less bold than a commoner? 1 pampered you too much." 

"1 beg your pardon?" A stone-cold voice reached them from behind. 

The two turned around, trembling visibly. They had recognized Jadon's voice, the 
future Count Lark, and lord of their lands. 
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Even in his anger, Lith wasn't so reckless to make the first move himself. He had just 
ratted them out to his noble friends, leaving the dirty job to them. 


"That was quite a rude remark. Baronet Hogum." Keyla's voice was fierce and loud, 
resounding through the whole room. 

Lith was many times her benefactor, and hearing such a blatant lack of respect in her 
own house was simply too much to bear. Jadon thought the same, but his sister had 
butted in at the right moment, forcing him to step back momentarily. 

"Ah! Ah! Ah! There's a misunderstanding." The Baronet title was the lowest, getting 
on the Lark family's black book was beyond bad. 

"Are you implying we are both deaf or just stupid? Did you hear what I did too, dear 
brother?" 

"I heard a nasty remark about one of our honored guests, dear sister." 

Before things could escalate further, the Marchioness chimed in. 

"There, there. It's a party, let's try to be friends and not spoil the mood." 

Her appearance made all heads turn, the chatter instantly stopped. 

"Besides, it's so simple to separate the wheat from the chaff. What about a little 
magic challenge?" The room roared in applause. 

Under the Marchioness lead, the crowd moved outside. The park was already 
perfectly lit up, since after dinner the party was supposed to move outside, to enjoy 
the fresh night breeze while drinking properly aged liquors. 

She made the two boys stand twenty meters [22 yards} from each other, before 
explaining the rules. 

"This will be a friendly match, so it ends on first blood. Only magic is allowed. I want 
no underhanded tricks, also seriously harming the opponents is prohibited. A mage 
without control is no different from a violent drunkard." 

Strangely, the Marchioness said that while looking only at Lith, and that pissed him 
off even further. 
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'So, just because I'm a commoner, she treats me like a barbarian? So much for iosing 
with grace! Such a hypocrite.' He thought. 

"I'll be the judge. If I say stop, you better stop." Fuel was added to the fire. 

Both the youths nodded. Lith put his arms behind his back. 

"You know, I really wouldn't want to be in your shoes. If you win, you prove nothing. 
You would have just beaten a lowly commoner, like everyone expects you to. But if 
you lose..." Lith paused dramatically, still waiting for the start signal. 

"Wouldn't it be terrible, losing in front of all these people, proving to be less talented 
and bold than a commoner?" 

The young Baronet started swallowing loudly and turning constantly toward the 
crowd, suddenly realizing the pressure of the challenge. 

"Begin!" 

When the Marchioness's voice rang out, he was so stiff that he had yet to move when 
Lith opened his palm while yelling. 

"Scram!" 

A powerful gust of wind made Baronet Hogum fall on the ground. 

"Lith of Lutia wins!" 

The crowd was surprised, a murmur started spreading like wildfire. 

"Why did she stop the match so suddenly?" Everyone asked. 

The Marchioness helped the boy to get up and brought him closer for them to 
observe. There was a shallow cut on his left cheek, going from his nose to the ear. 

"With just chore magic?" 

"From that distance?" 

"Impressive. That's how he single-handedly killed a Byk." 
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The nobles kept commentating Lith's performance, incapable to believe to their own 
eyes. 


Lith puffed out his chest, his anger subsiding enough for him to avoid further 
humiliation of his defeated opponent. 

A small girl quickly rushed to the Marchioness, making a perfect bow to her while 
whispering something. Her face was all smiles and pleasantries. 

She was so petite as to appear ageless to Lith. She could be eight years old or 
thirteen years old, he couldn't tell. She was definitely flat as a board, with gold 
blonde hair with shades of red. Her dress had gemstones the size of an acorn 
embroidered into it. 

'The brat must be loaded.' Lith thought. 

'Be careful. While the boy was just a yellow core, she has a green one.' Solus warned 
him. 

Lith inwardly scoffed. 

'Li/ckj/ b*stard.' 

"Lith, this is Minnea Tristarm, daughter of the Viscount Tristarm. Minnea, this is Lith 
from Lutia." 

"Nice to meet you." The girl performed a barely noticeable curtsy. 

"The pleasure is all mine." Lith returned the rudeness, by performing such a small 
bow that it could be easily confused with him checking if his shoelaces where 
properly knotted. 

"Minnea was really impressed by your feat, and would like to challenge you to a 
different kind of competition." 

"It would be an honor performing for her Grace. My father has tried for so long to get 
an audience with your Ladyship." 

'Obnoxious brat!' Lith thought. 'She has been watching the Marchioness the whole 
time, speaking like Tm not even here. You are in for a surprise.' 

traitorAIZEN 314 I 698 



They moved back into the ballroom, were the servants promptly prepared a small 
round table. A single candle was standing in its center. 


"This is a magical competition that's really popular in the capital." The girl kept 
looking at the Marchioness, while she explained the game with a condescending 
tone. 

"Real mages are not mindless brutes. Real power comes from the mind." 

"Spare me the details and explain the rules." Lith's tone was even more 
condescending. 

"It's really simple." Minnea looked at him for the first time. 

"Each of us picks a color. The one that manages to keep the candle of their chosen 
color for ten seconds is the winner. Is it clear?" 

Lith yawned. 

"I'll take the yellow." 

"And 1 the red, like my hair. It's my favorite color." 

When the Marchioness gave the start signal, Minnea tried her best to turn the candle 
to red, while Lith was checking his nails' length, yawning from time to time. 

Soon the ten count was completed, and he tried to walk away. 

"Wait! 1 demand a do-over." The girl was bright red from the embarrassment. 

"Why?" Everyone asked. 

"Do you realize that keeping control of a flame is much easier than taking it over?" 
Lith could easily see through her allegations. 

"Are you insinuating that by exploiting the natural color of the candle 1 took control 
of it before the challenge started, getting an unfair advantage?" He laughed. 

"You can understand a lot about a person, based on how she plays, wins, but most 
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importantly how she accepts loss." Lith quoted, looking straight in the Marchioness' 
eyes. 

"Let's have a do-over, then. This time I'll pick cyan. Feel free to get a head start. I'll 
commence my attack only when the flame is completely red, so we'll be even. 
Agreed?" 

Eager to restore her wounded pride, Minnea nodded while she was already turning 
the candle to a bright red. 

"Can 1?" When both the Marchioness and Minnea nodded, Lith started sending 
tendrils of mana toward the candle. 

Slowly but inexorably, many cyan spots appeared inside the flame, taking it over in 
less than a minute. 

"1 yield." Minnea didn't wait for the ten count, the outcome was painfully clear to her. 

"Do you want another do-over?" Lith hissed bending forward, getting really close to 
her face, his eyes reduced to fiery slits brimming with mana. 

'Lith,your mana is overflowing.' Solus warned him. 

'Let it burn.' 

Minnea shook her head, before running back to her father. 

No one dared to challenge him anymore. 

The rest of the evening was full of chattering and gossiping, but otherwise 
uneventful. 

'This should be plenty enough to make any academy in the region reject our 
application.' Lith thought. 

End of book 1 
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CHAPTER 41 
A NEW BEGINNING 


BOOK 2 


Almost four years had passed, and over time many things had changed. 

Two years ago, when Lith was still ten years old, Rena had reached adulthood. She 
participated in the Spring Maiden contest, winning it by a landslide. 

Between the clothes from the Count, the make-up from Keyla, and the beauty 
treatment from Lith, she basically had no competition. 

She soon started to hang out with several young promising bachelors, before finding 
the right one. His name was Senton, and he was the son of the blacksmith. 

After dating for almost a full year, they were ready to marry. 

In that same year, Tista had reached her growth spurt at the age of twelve. Her 
congenital condition was officially healed and she started practicing fake magic 
under Lith's and Nana's guidance. 

Her mana core had become deep green, and according to Solus, there was still space 
for it to grow at least up to bright green. Tista was finally able to get out of the house 
without supervision and finally started making friends with the neighbors' children. 

It was too late for her to try to attend a Magic Academy, she barely knew the basics of 
chore magic, but she didn't mind. After being a prisoner in her own body for so many 
years, she had no interest in perpetual challenges. 

The only thing she really wanted was to enjoy her new life, trying out all the things 
that had been forbidden to her before. Becoming a magica and one day inheriting 
Nana's business was already beyond every expectation she had ever held. 

Even Lith's household had deeply transformed. Between his magic, the help from the 
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Count, and all the money he was able to earn, the walls were now made entirely of 
stone. Only the floor and the roof were still wooden. 

He had also built a new bedroom for himself that also served as a study. Lith was 
getting too old to keep sleeping with his sisters, and had no intention of moving in 
with Trion. 

He demanded his personal space and privacy, and since he was the one paying for it, 
no one could make any objections. 

As for Lith himself, he too had changed deeply, at least physically. Despite having yet 
to become twelve years old, he was already 1.6 meters [5'3"} tall. His thin and 
scrawny build was only a memory. 

Now he had broad shoulders and his muscles were well developed but not ripped, as 
if they had been finely chiselled. He didn't want to stand out nor to carry useless 
weight, Lith wasn't planning on becoming a soldier, after all. 

He was more than content with a far from average build and a body that was able to 
react instantly, according to his will. His mana core was still cyan, but not deep cyan 
anymore, it was halfway through to the light cyan that would precede the next 
evolution. 

A mana core on the light end of the spectrum had proven to be much more powerful 
that the previous ones, but at the same time it put a much heavier burden to Lith's 
body. He had reached a bottleneck that couldn't be overcome with training or study. 

Only after hitting his growth spurt would his body become strong enough to allow 
him to refine his mana core further. Before such a time, the use of Accumulation 
would bring to him only pain and no benefits. 

[AN: Accumulation is the breathing technique that allows Lith to absorb the world 
energy into his mana core, making it grow stronger through expansion and shrinking 
cycles, with the mana core turning a lighter colour at every cycle. 

See the end of chapter 7 and chapter 9 for more details} 

Also, since all of his new clothes had the Lark household's crest on either the 
shoulder or the chest pocket, he made full use of his newfound authority to protect 
the village in Nana's absence. For a fee, of course. 
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The only criminals he would take out for free were those with a nice "Dead or Alive" 
bounty on their heads. Lith had a strict policy to deliver them feet first. 


Now that he was almost twelve, the number of spells and the skill level he could 
reveal had increased exponentially, since now he officially had more than six years of 
magical training. 

Seeing him fly around, hunting for pelts or bounties had become a common 
occurrence in the Lutia village. By having three healers and two protectors, the 
village kept growing in fame, size, and population. 

It was only thanks to him that Rena and Senton were able to date each other. 
Previously, the idea of the son of an artisan marrying the daughter of a humble 
farmer would have been preposterous. 

Inside, though, Lith had changed very little. He was still the cynical, mistrustful 
broken man he had always been, with no real friend or loved one outside his family 
and Solus. 

Having to deal with criminals, chasing away profligate boys that tried to molest his 
sisters and interacting with the nobles had further solidified in his mind the idea 
that mankind, even in the new world, was a plague that he needed to avoid. 

His only real confident was Solus, and despite all her attempts, she had not been able 
to change his mind, even one bit. 

He was also in a very bad mood. 

'Dammit, tier four spells are really hard. I can manage to reproduce them with true 
magic, but I still feel they are somewhat lacking. When I cast them with either true or 
fake magic, something always feels amiss.' He thought. 

Ten/].' Solus mind nodded. 'Maybe it's just my impression, but this kind of spells feels 
like it's supposed to hold some deep and profound concept that we are not able to 
grasp. Maybe, if we had access to tier five books... ' 

'Ifs and buts are just a waste of time. Who would have ever thought that Count Lark 
wouldn't buy them? He is still dead set to try and send me to the Lightning Griffon 
academy, no matter how many times I repeated that I prefer being home-schooled.' 
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'Well, you knew how stubborn the Count can be.' Solus replied. 'Also, from his point of 
view, not buying the books kills two birds with one stone. He manages to save a 
mountain of gold and forces you to attend the academy at the same time.' 

During those four years, Lith had relentlessly tried to convince the Count that an 
Academy was not good for him, he even resorted to using the need to protect his 
family and the village as leverage. 

But the Count was immovable. 

"Dear Lith, you have a dire need of the Academy, and 1 say this only in your best 
interest. 1 cannot stress how important it is to learn how to properly interact with 
your peers and to establish the right connections. 

"Not to mention that you have no friends of your age! You need to socialize, maybe 
even fall in love. Otherwise you'll grow into a cranky and cynical man." 

'Been there, done that.' Solus giggled. 

"Also don't worry about your family. As soon as you enrol, they'll gain a newfound 
status, and until your graduation, the Magic Association will take personal care of 
them. At that point, not even the most reckless madman would try something funny." 

Lith had run out of excuses, and could not tell him the truth. 

He was sick and tired of being looked down on by nobles and foreign merchants. 
Even resorting to violence or intimidation after a while had lost much of its charm. 

Lith just wanted to be left in peace and treated with respect, like any normal human 
being. 

He didn't know how long he could suffer the contempt and abuse from his so called 
"peers" at the Academy, before shoving their high and mighty attitude up their 
throat. Probably after taking a detour through their a*ses. 

The idea of not being able to practice true magic, spirit magic and fusion magic was 
enough to give him a big headache. In an Academy he would be crippled, losing all of 
his advantages so as to not blow his cover. 

It was a lose-lose situation. 
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Lith's mood was made even worse by the thought of Rena moving out of the 
household. After what happened to Carl, he had developed an obsessive-compulsive 
need to know where everyone was at any given time. 

He needed to feel that everything was under his control to be at peace with himself. 

'Ifyou really love them,you have to let them go.' Solus tried to console him. 

'After all, Academy or not, when you reach sixteen years and leave the house what are 
you going to do? Stuff them and store them in our pocket dimension? You need to learn 
to let go and focus on what's really important to you. 

'Ifyou really wanted to make them your puppets, you wouldn't have cured Tista. Her 
illness was the perfect leash, yet you willingly chose to free her. They are not Carl. The 
whole world is not filled with trash like the one who killed your brother.' 

Lith's mind recognized the truth other words, but his heart refused to even consider 
it. It would keep screaming "F*ck the world! They are mine! Mine! Mine!" 

'Is this what a father feels when his children leave the nest?' He thought. 

He couldn't avoid noticing that even Raaz, despite all the smiles and happiness he 
showed, was actually quite depressed to be losing his eldest daughter. 

'If I'm like this with adults. I'm afraid to discover what I would become if children were 
involved. It seems I am destined to be single for life.' 

Now that Lith was eleven and a half years, he had reached the minimum age 
requirement to apply for a scholarship at the Lightening Griffon academy. 

Count Lark was waiting for him at his manor, from there they would travel to their 
destination by stagecoach. According to the Count, flying in the vicinity of any 
building owned by the Mage Association was strictly forbidden. 

To even get into the vicinity a special pass was needed and an appointment had to be 
set up through the proper channels. 

The academy wasn't that far, but using a stagecoach would require several hours of 
boredom. While looking through the window, Lith could only hope that all those 
years of preparations and self-sabotaging would pay off. 
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Being accepted into such an institution, away from home, would be the beginning of 
his worst nightmare. 
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CHAPTER 42 
ODD DEVELOPMENTS 


It was in moments like this that Lith felt how annoying a bottleneck was. Normally, in 
such a situation, he would use Accumulation, turning his downtime into a training 
session while also studying how his body was developing. 

But now that option was unavailable, and being stuck in such a state for almost a 
year, he knew his body inside and out, to the point that he had memorized where 
every impurity was located. 

After half an hour, he was about to fall asleep. 

'Hope the Count doesn't mind me snoring a little.' He thought. 

'Lith, why don't we open Nana's goodbye gift? I'm really curious.' Solus said. 

'I'm not. That stingy old hag just gave me a piece of paper. I bet it's a list of souvenirs 
she wants me to buy for her.' 

A small friendly bet was better than doing nothing, so he took out the small envelope 
and read its content. Lith had lost the bet, it was a brief letter. 

"Dear Lith, 

"Now that you are going to a Magic Academy, away from the prying eyes of your 
parents, you deserve to know the truth. Chore magic holds a forbidden spell that I 
never taught you. Now you are old enough to know." 

It followed a short but precise description of how to use darkness magic on himself 
to avoid unwanted consequences from sharing intimacy with girls. It was a birth 
control spell. The letter closed with a 

"Remember to always be a gentleman and have fun! You'll thank me later. 

With love, Nana" 
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'What a dirty old lady. I'm not even twelve.' Lith couldn't stop from laughing out loud. 
The idea of Nana being the one worrying about his sex life was hilarious. 


"Is this about something Lady Nerea wrote? An anecdote? Can 1 see it too?" The 
Count was very curious, seeing Lith laugh was a very rare occurrence. 

After reading the message, Count Lark became purple from embarrassment. The 
scene made Lith laugh even louder. 

'Oh my, the Count is such a softie. Getting flustered by such a stupid thing. Sometimes 
he seems straight out of a manga.' 

"Lith, this is no laughing matter." The Count said. 

"1 appreciate Lady Nerea's concern, but 1 still find it ill-timed and vulgarly expressed. 
The matters of the heart should be treated with more tact, especially with someone 
as young as you are." 

Lith couldn't help but renew his laughter. 

'He really called it 'matters of the heart'! It's just sex, man!' 

The light mood didn't last long, the long trip soon made both the men fall asleep. 

When the coachman woke them, they had already arrived. 

The sight of the Lightning Griffon academy was truly impressive. 

The building itself seemed to be an enormous castle, straight from the wet dreams of 
a medieval engineer. Yet it was impossible to see it clearly, they were still too far 
away. 

The academy was in the center of a huge forest that extended in all directions as far 
as the eye could see. 

'That explains why it's so distant from populated areas, it's basically a County of its 
own. The forest may even have an extension superior to the Trawn woods.' Lith 
thought. 

"Why do we stop here? We are still very far, how are we supposed to reach the 
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academy?" 


The Count was excited like a kid in a candy store. 

"Don't worry and follow me." 

He brought Lith to a small brick house on the edge of the forest, where two men 
were sipping tea while idly chatting. 

The Count introduced himself and showed them their permits. 

The man that was now holding the papers whispered a few words, the ink 
rearranged itself, coming out of the sheet and forming some kind of magic circle on 
the ground. 

'Even the permits are a magical item?' Lith was shocked. 

'I sensed some mana coming from them, but I supposed it was just some kind of 
magical seal of authenticity, not something this complex.' Solus explained. 

'Sh*t! We are completely in the dark about magical items, and there's no mention of it 
in any book we read so far. Either we find a way to correct this situation, or our travels 
will be much more difficult in the future.' 

Following the man's instructions, Lith and the Count stepped inside the circle, which 
instantly became a translucent yellow sphere. 

It gently rose up in the air, before starting to fly at break-neck speed toward the 
castle. Despite moving faster than Lith ever had before, they felt no different than 
standing on the ground. 

'This thing is like gyro stabilized! What a brilliant idea!' For the first time, Lith was 
almost regretting his choice. Almost. 

The trip was short, but Lith still managed to see many huge magical beasts running 
inside the forest. They even came close to colliding with an eagle the size of a piper 
aircraft. Its eyes were full of scorn and it shrieked something that sounded like a 
reprimand at them. 

"Is it me, or are there only magical beasts in there?" Lith asked the Count, who 


traitorAIZEN 325 I 698 



nodded. 


"Yes, magical beasts and Emperor Beasts, of course. They'll explain everything to you 
once you enroll." The Count had a fatherly tone, but Lith could also clearly hear a hint 
of condescension '1 told you so'-like. 

The sphere landed on a balcony before dissipating. A young woman in her early 
twenties who was wearing a magician robe was waiting for them. 

She guided them through magical escalators and corridors, before leading them into 
the Headmistress antechamber. She had talked via a small communicator amulet the 
whole time, giving orders about menial duties. 

In Lith's experience, that meant bad news. Whenever he had a job interview, the 
secretary's attitude towards the applicants was a tell about how the company 
treated their employees and what their expectations about a candidate were. 

She had ignored them the whole time, not giving them a tour or an explanation about 
any of the magical marvels they had encountered. 

For someone who wanted to be rejected, though, it was good news. 

The Count was too mesmerized by the castle's interior to notice the mage's rude 
behavior. His eyes were moving to every single piece of furniture, his mouth agape in 
admiration. The room itself was a prodigy. 

Despite no visible source of light, be it windows, torches or light stones, every nook 
and cranny was lighted, as if the morning sun was shining above their heads. 

"What do you think of this?" The Count asked as a rhetorical question, expecting Lith 
to show an enthusiasm equal if not superior to his own. 

"Honestly? 1 find it pretentious and stuck-up. Everything in the room feels like their 
master is looking down on us, trying to intimidate the guest and put them in their 
place." 

"Really?" The Count's dream bubble popped up abruptly. 

"Yeah. 1 mean a little splendor is fine, but this? It's too much." He pointed at the gold 
decoration that kept shifting to silver and platinum, and at the gemstones 
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embroidered at every corner, like shining eyes staring at them with contempt. 


"Also how do you explain that girl's rude attitude? She barely looked at us at all." 

"Oh dear." The Count gulped. "Now that you point that out, this room very much 
resembles the King's antechamber for unwanted guests." 

"Is there such a thing?" Lith was curious. 

"Yes, it's kind of an open secret. The King's room has more than one waiting room, 
depending on how much he cares about the visitor. The one for the unwanted guests 
is filled with tacky stuff like this, to remind the visitor of the Crown's power. 

"It's also filled with paintings depicting the previous Kings and Queens slaying 
rebellious nobles or mages. Depends on whom he wants to pressure." 

"Like these ones?" Lith pointed to many magical paintings, all of them where short 
movies, showing how the Mage Association got rid of entire families of unruly nobles 
throughout history. 

The event depicted would go to the point of showing the bloodshed and the 
mansions set aflame, before starting to retell their story from the beginning. 

"Precisely." The Count swallowed loudly. 

Expecting to have to wait for hours, Lith made himself comfortable, trying to fall 
asleep again. He wasn't disappointed. When the Count woke him up, he could see 
from his face that he had quite some pent-up stress. 

He had waited patiently for long enough to get the message. 

"Don't say a word. If we want to salvage this thing, we need tact and diplomacy. 

Leave everything to me." Count Lark said with barely a whisper. 

The Headmistress' office was much less tacky than her antechamber, very much 
resembling a common principal's office from Earth. She was a woman at least as old 
as Nana, but time had been kinder to her. 

Her face was full of wrinkles, but her eyes were full of energy and life. Unlike Nana, 
she was ready to live a long life and stood straight as a pole. 
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Her hair was almost completely grey, only some shade of yellow still remained. She 
wore a robe with the colors of her academy. It was of a light blue, while all the 
decorations were of a bright yellow, most likely gold. 

The way its fabric had been woven, made it seem like every movement of the 
Headmistress was the wind moving through the sky, while the gold embroidered 
appeared and disappeared like sudden flashes of lightning. 

She had only smiles and nice words, but Lith's instincts could sense no warmth in 
her. 

"Dear Count, we haven't met for so long!" She extended her hand to him. 

"You are too kind. It's all my fault that 1 can't bring you enough promising youths." 
The Count's poker face was impeccable. All traces of stress and anxiety had 
disappeared. His words were calm and gentle as if he was meeting a long-lost sister. 

"Please, have a seat. Sorry for the long wait, but as you know this is the busiest time 
of the year." The apology sounded fake like a three-dollar bill. 

"Do not apologize, 1 completely understand. Now, sorry if 1 go straight to business, 1 
don't want to waste any more of your precious time." 

The Count took out a folder that contained a chronicle of all the feats Lith had 
accomplished, together with his official merits count. 

The Headmistress pushed the folder back. 

"No need. We always do a full background check on every applicant. 1 must say that 
you brought me a really interesting fellow." 

This time it was Lith's turn to gulp loudly, cold sweat going down his spine. 

'What the heck did I do wrong?' He thought. 

She took out a folder of her own, much thicker than the previous one. 

"1 can see that this young man, Lith, has earned a lot of merits by healing the poor 
and by getting rid of many of the menaces that threatened your County. Did you 
know that the criminal underworld has nicknamed him Scourge?" 
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'Beats me how the heck my beast title reached their ears. How can delinquents and 
magical beasts view me in the same way?' Lith thought. 


"It seems that he likes his bounties dead as a doornail, and that's good. Being 
merciful with the scum of the earth can only bite you in the back, sooner or later. He 
also had quite a number of magical challenges with some noble youths." 

"And that's bad, right?" Lith clenched his fist, full of expectation. 

"That's good too. A true mage must not fear to defend himself or his name, in our 
line of business talent and power are more important than etiquette. 

"Not to mention that those who do not have the skill, should not fly too close to the 
sun and then complain about getting burned." 

Lith felt like the earth was collapsing under his feet. 

'So instead of sabotage, I self-promoted all this time?! F*ck me sideways!' 

"But..." Suddenly Lith's hopes revived, like a phoenix risen from its ashes. 

"...sadly, I must say that he doesn't meet the requirements for a scholarship. I'm 
really sorry." 

'F*ckyes! I forgive you, deceiving b*tch! I did it, and that's what matters.' 

The Count turned pale as a ghost. 

"May I know why? Talent, skill, heart. I dare say he is the best candidate I ever 
brought here so far." His voice was broken, Lith felt bad for the poor man. 

"Of course you can. You deserve to know. You see, the real problem lies not in your 
protege, but rather in his mentor." 

"Excuse me?" Blood flushed back into the Count's face. 

"Nerea is a fallen mage, akin to a disowned son of the academy, if not of the whole 
Mage Association. Like it is forbidden to nobles to help the outcast members of their 
family, the same stands for us, or at least for me. 
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"She has brought shame to the institution, and up to this very day, she keeps 
meddling with us. To make matters worse, even if indirectly, Lith has been involved 
in the purge of two noble households. 

"As a mage, 1 can't stress enough how despicable 1 find dragging the Mage 
Association into every single petty squabble. It's an abuse of power, and 1 want to 
send a message to all the rogue mages out there by rejecting her disciple. 

"You can try bringing him to other academies, but 1 think their answer will be the 
same." 

"What?" The Count was now bright red, his eyes almost popping out from rage. 

"Lady Nerea has protected and helped Lustria County for years, while everyone else 
did nothing! This young man saved my life, my family. 

"He did what he did only for self-preservation, and you are telling me that you are 
willing to ruin his life for your own petty revenge? For politics?" 

"How dare you speak to me like that in my office!" The Headmistress jumped up 
from her armchair, her eyes glowing with power. 

"1 dare! 1 double dare and call this bullsh*t!" Lith had never thought the Count to be 
such a brave fighter. 

"You are just sacrificing a mage, and a powerful one at that, for your own political 
gain! Lith, let's go. The air stinks in here." 

Before going out the door, the Count turned back, yelling. 

"This doesn't end here! I'll let everyone know how low the Lightning Griffon has 
stooped. You'll never again get a single copper coin from my County or any of my 
retainers. And by the way, he is the inventor of the chessboard on your desk." 

The door slammed behind them, without giving her the opportunity to rebuke the 
Count. 

'Man, seriously? So much for tact and diplomacy. You are a small cog in a big machine. 
Your threats are nothing more than wishful thinking.' Lith thought. 
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Lith's happiness was clouded by his worries about the consequences that the Count's 
fit of rage could have on both his homeland and his friend. Count Lark had fought for 
him fiercely and that was something Lith would never forget. 
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CHAPTER 43 
HELPLESS RAGE 


The Count was true to his word, and the news about what happened in the Lightning 
Griffon academy spread like wildfire in Lustria County. 

The villagers of Lutia and its outskirts were simply outraged. Life was already hard 
as it was. The idea that, even if talented, a commoner had to suffer from political 
plays was a slap in the face of all their hopes and dreams. 

Despite her attitude, Nana was a savior to most of them. To the point that many in 
the County considered her part of their own family. Countless people knew all too 
well that without her, too many babies would never have been safely delivered. 

Seeing their benefactor treated as a plague, tainting everything she touched, was too 
much to bear. The same thing applied to those few noble families she associated with 
for her personal affairs. 

Hundreds of letters were sent to Count Lark, who in turn forwarded them to the 
King's Court. Now that he had regained his cool, he realized how little importance 
was actually placed on his County and funding by such a large institution like an 
academy. 

Even if coupled by so many letters, his official complaint about the Headmistress 
violating the rules to pursue her political agenda was bound to rise little if no 
interest in the Court. 

He sent them anyway. Surrendering to fate without even attempting to fight back 
was something that he would have regretted his whole life. 

Lith's family was as furious as they were helpless, cursing the academy for its 
unfairness and themselves for their own impotence. Lith was the least disappointed 
with such a turn of events. 

One way or another his plan had worked, and that was good. On the other hand, 
though, that trip to the academy had been an eye-opener about how ignorant he was 
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about the new world and how fake magic had developed through the centuries. 


Solus had confirmed to him that while the rude secretary had a deep cyan mana 
core, the Headmistress had a fully developed blue core. Lith had always felt so proud 
being one of the only two cyan core holders of the County, but not any more. 

He had started to regret not having the opportunity to at least check the other 
students and personnel of the academy. Even if just to collect data about what the 
average power level in the outside world truly was. 

Now that he was forced to follow his original plan, he had discovered so many 
unexpected flaws in it. The first and most annoying flaw was being forced to rot for 
another four years in Lustria County, where his talent was doomed to stagnate. 

On their way back, the Count had confessed to him that rather than not wanting to 
purchase tier five books, it was actually impossible for him. It wasn't only a matter of 
their price, which would be enormous anyway, but he lacked the connections to 
obtain them. 

He had already acquired all the books he could, which included only those that the 
Mage Association was willing to share with the general public. To get more he would 
need either a stroke of luck or the Association had to change its rules. 

Both events were highly unlikely. That meant that Lith was stuck with tier four spells 
that he had learned without understanding their purpose. 

It was frustrating for him, like memorizing a mathematical equation just to pass a 
calculus exam, but knowing that you had been incapable of understanding its 
significance. 

During the next four years of boredom, all the other magicians in the world would 
continue their education, shaving off four years of magical practice from the 
advantage he held. 

Lith, however, still had an advantage over his peers, because while they started their 
studies at six years of age or later, he had already started as a newborn. But soon all 
his hard work, the sacrifices, and the hunger would all turn out to be a fool's errand. 

The second flaw was that he had completely underestimated the importance and 
distribution of magical items. He hadn't seen much, but it had been enough to give 
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him an itch in his head he could not scratch. 


If it was possible to create such useful items with fake magic, then with true magic he 
would likely be able to wield and create superior versions of those items, getting an 
even bigger advantage against other magicians. 

Now, instead, he had no idea how they worked or how to acquire them. With enough 
knowledge, it could even be possible to help Solus regain her powers faster, maybe 
even reforge her or something. 

'Damn, I'm not just a frog in the well. I am a frog in a well in the middle of nowhere. 
Considering everything I saw in less than an hour, it's not surprising at all that true 
magic is still a secret. 

'A fully magically equipped fake mage could probably fight with me on equal footing. I 
have no idea of the scope and availability of magical items. 

'Even if somehow, I manage to keep expanding my knowledge, my future travels are 
bound to be much more difficult than I had previously anticipated. 

'The only silver lining in all this is that, outside the biggest families, magical items 
should not be too common, and that I managed to avoid five full years of being a 
bullied cripple. 

'Before calling myself lucl^, I need more information. I am starting to suspect that I 
underestimated my circumstances a lot. Nana and Lark have a lot of explaining to do.' 

Lith took flight and moved towards Nana's house. The Count was just a magic 
enthusiast after all, whereas she had actually attended one of the six big academies. 
She was bound to have far better and more complete insider knowledge. 

At his arrival, he found out that Count Lark was there too, and had sent some 
villagers out to search for him. Both of his patrons wanted to speak to him. 

Since the waiting room was filled with patients, Lith helped Nana and Tista clear the 
queue so that Nana could leave Tista in charge and take a break for their talk. 

Once inside Nana's living quarters, the three of them sat around her kitchen table. 

"First of all, Lith, allow me to apologize. I never expected that old hag Linnea would 


traitorAIZEN 334 I 698 



be willing to escalate our enmity to the next level. Making you pay for my mistakes, 
whether true or alleged, is beyond unfair. 

"Aside from that, from what 1 hear from Tista, you are taking this situation far too 
well. You still don't understand how wronged you have been, and that's also my fault. 
1 stupidly respected the academy rules and kept its open secrets. 

"Since they are playing dirty and Lark is still willing to submit to apply in your stead 
for the remaining five big academies, 1 need to play dirty too and violate my oath. 

"If you want to have even a 1% chance of being admitted, you need to give your 
100%, if not more. Enough with this crappy 'whatever' attitude of yours. There's a 
lot at stake, and we need you to take this seriously." 

Lith knitted his eyebrows. 

"What oath? What secrets? What are you talking about? 1 read that stupid academy 
pamphlet countless times. Sure, unless some miracle happens, 1 will not get to study 
tier five spells, but that's it. 1 can still become a member of the Mage Association. 

"To be honest, the idea of spending five years locked up with arrogant rich kids 
trying to stab me in the back is far from alluring. 1 can easily imagine what they 
would put me trough, day after day. 

"So, if it amounts to just some books, then thanks but no thanks." 

Nana shook her head. 

"It's so much more than just books. You see, you are right about being looked down 
upon and the daily bullying. The problem is that you are wrong about everything 
else. In your case, just like me, you wouldn't need five years, just two." 

"How, exactly?" Two years was still a long period of time, but much more 
manageable than five. He had to concede her that much. 

"The first three years cover the basics of magic. They teach things like the 
importance of accuracy in hand signs, accents, that kind of stuff. 

"Unlike you, many kids have to learn etiquette, history, geography, all kinds of topics, 
not just how to read and write. 
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"Otherwise they would be an embarrassment for their parents. In the Court life, they 
must also learn how to ride a horse, swordsmanship, playing an instrument, 
everything their parents need to brag about during social events." 

Lith nodded. 

"That of course takes time. Time that they cannot dedicate to the magical arts, hence 
needing to study the basics of the basics, even chore magic. You don't expect to see a 
young Duke doing chores, do you? 

"Those like us, instead, need to go to the Academy only for the last two years, and 
reap the endless benefits it brings!" 

At the words 'endless benefits' Lith's mouth was watering, his mind starting to 
second guess his decisions so far. 

"What kind of benefits?" 

"Have you ever thought about why even the rich and the nobles send their kids 
there? If it was just about books, many students would rather avoid all the 
competition, just like you, and study in the safety of their homes. 

"What makes entering one of the six big academies so alluring are the three benefits 
that only they can grant: the access to all kinds of spellbooks, the possibility to take 
one or more specialization courses, and even more importantly, the free access to 
magical items!" 

Lith's mouth was agape from the shock. Nana used his uncharacteristic silence to 
strike the iron while it was still hot. 

"No matter what the tier, there are countless spells out there. Those you have studied 
here and at Lark's house are simply those that the Mage Association deems so 
common that they can be released to the public. 

"All the best spells, especially from tier four and five, are strictly controlled, and 
getting hold of even a sliver of knowledge is incredibly hard. 

"Only in a great academy do you have free access to every topic, without restrictions, 
allowing you to build a great grimoire even before you set your foot out of the door. 
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"If you get admitted to the fourth year, everything of tier four or below will be yours 
to take." 

"What about the specializations?" 

"Hmmm. That's complex to explain, let me give you a simple example. You are a 
healer, right? 

"Should you choose to become a master healer, not only would you be taught spells 
that even allow you to regrow lost limbs, but most importantly, you would be taught 
the secrets on how to more easily create your own light spells. The same applies to 
every specialization." 

"What's your specialization?" Lith asked. 

"Tm a War Mage!" Nana puffed her chest out with pride. "I was taught the secrets 
behind air magic, and back in the day, I could have wiped out whole battalions all by 
myself. 

"Lightning doesn't have many applications, but when it comes to destruction, it's 
second to none. Now let's get down to the juicy part, the one that I still regret the 
most. 

"The possibility to have access to a myriad of magical items." 
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CHAPTER 44 
DOUBTS AND REGRETS 


Lith's interest was really piqued, so he let Nana continue, keeping his questions for 
later. 

"Based on how a student performs, they are able to gain or lose points..." 

"Individual points or group points?" Lith felt so dumb. He had not even finished his 
previous thought when he had already been forced to contradict himself. 

'I swear, if there's some kind of retarded household competition, I'll take back every 
doubt I had about my choice.' He thought. 

Nana raised her eyebrows in disbelief. 

"Do you even remember what I told you the last time about the academies and their 
students? Should you put a juicy slab of meat in front of ferocious hungry beasts, do 
you expect them to cooperate for it? 

"No! They would rather tear each other's hearts out and eat it. Of course the point 
system is individual. It's very similar to the merit system, but instead of gaining 
credit from the Kingdom, you gain it from the school itself. 

"The points are the only currency allowed inside the academy, and with them, you 
can afford lots of things. Magical potions, enchanted items, and even rare ingredients 
for your experiments. Obviously, the higher the value, the higher the price." 

From the long pause, Lith assumed that she had finished and was waiting for his 
questions. 

"What are magical potions? It's the first time I've heard about them." 

"Magic potions are like special spells in a vial. The most basic are akin to healing 
spells, but between the infirmary and the fact that everyone knows light magic, they 
are rarely purchased. 
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"The more precious potions are those that allow the user to become temporarily 
faster, stronger, or even harden their skin if they suspect they will be forced into a 
melee fight." 

"What about mana potions?" 

"Mana what?" 

"Isn't there any kind of potion to quickly restore one's mana?" 

Nana laughed heartily. 

"Kid, knowledge is shared on a voluntary basis. If any master Alchemist ever 
discovered something like that, he would keep it for themselves. At least that's what 1 
would do." 

Lith was underwhelmed, potions seemed like a poor imitation of his fusion magic. 

'Not only are they consumable items, but you even have to waste your time to haul 
them around and replenish your supply when needed. Plus, fake mages don't even have 
something like Invigoration. 

'The only good thing about potions is that I can pretend to use them while I use fusion 
magic instead. Aside from that, they are not very interesting.' He thought. 

[AN: Invigoration is the breathing technique that allows Lith to quickly regain mana 
and stamina, to the point that he is able to go on for months without needing to 
sleep. 

The longer he uses it, the shorter its effects last. The only way to reset its effects is to 
actually sleep. See chapter 8 for more details} 

"1 understand." Is what he actually said out loud. 

"What kind of magical items can be purchased?" 

"Every academy has at least ten Forgemasters as residents. They act as both teachers 
and researchers in the magical field. 

"They usually put their lesser works out for sale, but they can sometimes bring out 
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high-grade magical items. Especially when the academy wants to stir up a rat race, 
like right before the final exams. 

"The most useful items 1 had, were a dimensional amulet and rings from tier one to 
three. The dimensional amulet allowed me to bring around whatever 1 needed 
without suffering its weight, while the rings were able to store spells of the same tier, 
allowing for an instant cast." 

Lith didn't miss the strict use of the past tense while referring to her possessions. He 
felt sorry for her, but instead of hyping him, her speech was having the opposite 
effect. 

"A dimensional amulet? Is it some kind of magical storage item?" He played dumb. 
Nana nodded. 

"Brilliant as usual. Yes, dimensional rings and amulets can store anything inanimate 
up to a fixed volume of space, regardless of the weight. 

The lowest class has only a few cubic meters available, the highest class can even 
store 50 cubic meters [1766 cubic feet}. The size of a whole small house." 

The underwhelming feeling was getting deeper. 

'Solus, how much can our pocket dimension store?' 

'At the moment the storage can hold thrice as much as the so-called highest class and is 
still expanding. The library space, or Soluspedia, as you call it, is now around thirty 
cubic meters (1060 square feet] big. And it's also expanding.' 

Lith's poker face was good, but not that good. Nana could see that he wasn't 
impressed at all. 

"What's with that face? Do you not understand that whatever you get during your 
studies, you get to keep once you graduate? Do you have any idea how difficult and 
expensive it is to purchase even the lowest tier magical item?" 

Lith closed his eyes while rubbing his forehead. 

'How can I even pretend to be interested in something that I already have or that I can 
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do better? Sure, those things would help me greatly keeping my true magic hidden. 
Whenever I employ an instant cast, I could use the rings as a cover. But that's it.' 

Being an expert liar, Lith knew what his limits were. So, he changed the topic. 

"The Forgemaster's job seems really interesting. Is it possible to specialize in such a 
field? Does one need to also be a blacksmith to become a Forgemaster?" 

"Yes, it's among the available choices. And no, blacksmithing is not required. A 
Forgemaster does not create anything, they just imbue objects with magical 
properties, be it a ring, an amulet, a chair, or even a day dress. 

"They can't possibly master all the craftsmen jobs. Most of them prefer to learn just 
the basics of their favorite trade. So, a Forgemaster specialized in rings will know 
something about goldsmithing, and so on.^^ 

"That's really interesting." And for once Lith wasn't just pretending. 

Out of the three topics, the only ones that really interested him were the books and 
the specializations. With an endless supply of knowledge, he could easily recreate or 
invent all kinds of spells with true magic. 

But that was still something that he could figure out on his own, with time and 
experience. Becoming a Forgemaster, instead, would be a priceless treasure for him. 

Lith had no knowledge about such arts, hence he could never grasp even the basics 
without some external help. 

Once he had uncovered the underlying principles of forgemastering, coupling them 
with true magic and the academy's library, he would be able to unlock infinite 
possibilities. 

Just the ideas about magical items that came to him on the spot were enough to give 
him an adrenaline rush. 

Unfortunately, when his excitement was at his peak, a sudden thought sent chills 
down his spine. 

"Before getting my hopes up, can you please explain to me how one would go about 
getting points? There is no such foolishness like daily challenges between students. 
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tournaments, or something like that, right?" 


Nana laughed her a*s off. 

"That's such an idiotic idea! Not even the wildest rumors would go that far. 

Otherwise they would be called magic graveyards instead of academies. There's 
already enough violence going around as it is. 

"If any Headmaster started to reward students for their violent behavior, only a 
dozen mages would graduate each year, and no one would make their children 
enroll. A war battlefield would be a much safer environment." 

Lith could finally sigh in relief, one of his biggest worries had just faded away. 

"Points are earned mostly through how a student performs in class and during 
practical exercises. Any feat that benefits the academy, like sharing personal spells, 
gives additional points. 

"But the real motherlode is the quarterly exams and the finals. All points can be 
converted anytime, even after graduating successfully, that's why there is so much 
competition for the top spots. 

"Beware, though. Even if discipline won't give you any extra points, it can easily make 
you lose a lot of them. Aside from failing tests repeatedly, it's the only way to lower 
your score. 

"If it goes to negative, you'll be forced to compensate by giving back everything you 
might have already bought. That's how 1 lost everything 1 had." 

Nana sighed, her voice filled with sadness and regret. She tormented her neck where 
her dimensional amulet probably used to be. 

Count Lark intervened, explaining their reason for hiding such things from him. 

"We didn't tell you any of this before, to keep you from being stressed and also so 
you would not get your expectations up about your future too much, in case you 
failed to get in. 

"Most of the applicants get rejected. In the past, when such knowledge was publicly 
available, there had been countless suicides among the youths that either couldn't 
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bear the pressure or handle the failure. 


"Especially for those of humble origin, being admitted in a magic academy is the only 
way to escape their destiny. To a lesser extent, the same could be said for nobles' and 
merchants' sons that are not in the line of succession." 

"1 can see that happening. But honestly, 1 don't see the point in telling me all this. It's 
not like 1 got rejected for a lack of trying." Lith lied. 

"What do you expect me to do? Travel through all the County looking for magical 
beasts? Cause disasters just to be able to solve them? Honestly, 1 don't think there is 
any amount of merits that could change my situation." 

The Count shook his head. 

"We don't expect you to do anything but your best. You have spent years trying to 
dissuade me to not send you to the academy, and don't think that 1 didn't notice your 
total lack of enthusiasm during our trip. 

"You spent the whole time acting like it was all about someone else, someone you 
didn't care about. You didn't stand up for yourself, you only wanted to get out of that 
room!" 

"Well, maybe you are right. But maybe, 1 just wanted to avoid the Headmistress 
killing you on the spot. Also, you were the one telling me to keep quiet. It would have 
been beyond stupid to add oil to the fire." Lith wasn't lying. 

In that moment, when he had seen the Headmistress' eyes overloading with mana, 
he had been seriously worried about the Lark's family destiny and had decided to 
drag the Count away as soon as possible. 

"Point taken. You are right." Count Lark sat down with a depressed face. 

"Bottom line, we still have a few cards to play. Most likely, nothing will come of them. 
Yet if by some chance we succeed, we need you to do more than sit on the side-lines. 
That's the point." 
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CHAPTER 45 
DARKNESS FALLS 


That long conversation had been pretty exhausting for Lith, adding new weight to his 
burden. However it was not for the information he acquired. All in all, he felt that his 
situation was still pretty good with or without an academy. 

The only adjustment to his plans was that, after joining the Mage Association as a de 
facto outer circle member, a rogue magician, he would need to rack up merits as 
soon as he could. 

He would need them to be taken as an apprentice by a good Forgemaster. 

Normal merits would do him no good, he needed those he could earn as a magico, 
serving the Mage Association as best as he could. 

The only real problem with his current situation would be wasting four more years 
of his time, like the proverbial frog in the well. 

The reason why Lith felt so down, was that he had finally realized how much his 
friends had invested in him. Not only in terms of money, but also time, passion, and 
hopes. 

It wasn't the failure bothering him, but the fact that with his brash and uncaring 
attitude, he had hurt their feelings, treating the whole thing as a joke. Lith had to 
admit that in their shoes, he would feel like he had cast pearls before a swine for 
years. 

Sure, Count Lark wasn't as judgmental as him, but Lith could see how deeply he 
cared, and how wounded he was after the last rebuke. 

It was the first time that Lith felt that despite the fact that he had won the battle, he 
had ended up losing the war. 

Aside from second-guessing, there wasn't much he could do at that point. So, he 
promised himself to reconsider everything with a fresh set of eyes if the opportunity 
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arose, and decided to move to a more pressing question. 


Lith had yet to solve his issues with tier four magic, and asking Nana was out of the 
question. It would reveal too much to her and expose how deep his comprehension 
of magic was, despite the fact that he was just a self-taught. 

The only card he had yet to play was to ask for the help of his friend, the Ry king in 
the west of the Trawn woods. Thanks to his cyan mana core, Lith had become less 
scared of it, and during the last few years they had developed an odd sort of 
relationship. 

Lith would use it as a confident, sometimes asking it advice about fire and wind 
magic, the two elements the Ry could use. In exchange, Lith would help him with the 
problems in the east zone of the woods. 

After Irtu's death, there wasn't a magical beast strong enough to take its place. From 
time to time the power struggle among the various factions would affect the balance 
of the forest. 

In those situations, the Scourge and the Protector would join hands to force the 
magical beasts to a truce. 

At the moment, tier four fake magic was a mental bottleneck that neither he or Solus 
could overcome. Despite being able to cast all the spells he had found in the Count's 
books, they kept making no sense to him. 

It was something unacceptable, eating Lith from the inside. 

He had always hated riddles unless he was the one asking them. 

Lith had almost arrived home when he caught a familiar smell. 

"What the heck are you doing outside the woods? If someone sees you, it could 
trigger a witch hunt. The last thing I need right now is for you to have a bounty on 
your head and me having to explain why Tm not interested." 

"I know." The Ry replied. "But desperate times call for desperate measures. A 
monster has appeared in the woods, strong enough to pose a threat to my cubs as 
well as for yours. We need your help." 
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7 have never seen the Ry scared before, whatever this is, it must be damn important.' 
Lith thought. 

After agreeing to help, the Ry asked him to hop on its back. The magical beast then 
launched itself at its top speed towards the woods. Between the use of air fusion and 
its physical prowess, Protector was able to easily reach the SOOkph [186 mph}, 
making it a short trip. 

When running that fast, the Ry would conjure a wedge-shaped wind blade in front of 
itself. The wind blade was used as a windscreen to protect them from insects and 
dust. At that speed, even a fly would hit them with the energy of a bullet. 

The wind blade also created a slipstream effect, allowing Protector to go even faster. 

Lith's horsemanship ability amounted to a single lesson over two lifetimes ago, so he 
needed all of his focus and willpower to stay upright on the Ry without falling off. 

The Ry had a thick and soft fur, but being unable to follow its movements, Lith was 
forced to use both earth fusion and light fusion to prevent permanent damage to his 
nether regions. 

"What kind of threat are we going to face? Is it really necessary to go so fast? If you 
continue on like this, 1 don't know if there will be enough of me left to do anything!" 

"Quit whining, we are almost there. And yes, speed is of the utmost importance when 
facing an Abomination." Protector replied. 

Lith's mind went through all the bestiaries he had in Soluspedia and all his tabletop 
and video game RPG memories before giving up. 

"What the heck is an Abomination and why is it so dangerous?" He asked. 

"You don't understand. We don't call it an Abomination for what it does, but for what 
it is!" 


They were headed north, into a region of the woods that Lith had never visited 
before. It started slowly, like the tension in the air before a storm. Only after they had 
gotten deeper into the woods, could Lith understand what the Ry meant. 

Soon the grass started to thin out until there was none at all. The earth laid bare as if 
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there had been a drought that lasted for the past few months. The undergrowth had 
disappeared and so had all kinds of life forms. 

The trees around them had their bark completely blackened out. They had no leaves 
nor branches left standing, resembling giant wooden stakes. There was no sound at 
all, everything seemed out of a post-apocalyptic movie, after a nuclear fallout. 

The natural landscape was completely destroyed as far as the eye could see. 

After a while Lith could clearly hear the sounds from a battle, so he focused his eyes, 
enhancing his eyesight. 

They were closing in on some kind of moving shadow, locked in ranged combat with 
a Gylad, a stag type magical beast with a shoulder height of over two meters [7 feet}, 
and weighing at least 900 kilograms [2,000 pounds}. It had light brown fur with 
shades of blue. 

Attacking the shadow from the flank, there was also a Shyf, a puma type magical 
beast as big as a tiger, with a shoulder height of 1.5 meters [5 feet} and weighing 
over 300 kilograms [660 pounds}. It had a honey-colored fur with shades of green. 

"The Gylad is the king in the north, Lifebringer, while the Shyf is the king in the 
south. Reaper." Protector quickly introduced Lith to their allies. 

"That thing is the Abomination. Stay away from it as much as you can, or it will suck 
you dry like everything else." 

The Abomination was oddly shaped. It could stand up on its hind legs, resembling a 
man with very long and thin limbs, or it could stand on all fours, becoming large and 
stumpy like a pig a kid had drawn. 

"What the heck is that thing?" Lith unleashed five fireballs with a wave of his hand. 
The Abomination was surrounded by a thin black fog, with a radius of fifteen meters 
[16.4 yards}. 

By traveling through the fog, the fireballs shrank in size, and when they hit, the 
resultant explosions were diminished by half when compared to their usual 
effectiveness. 

The Abomination emitted a low-pitched scream that sounded far more like 
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desperation rather than pain. 


The Ry howled, conjuring a pillar of wind that pinned the shadow creature down to 
the ground, allowing the other kings to rest and regroup. 

"That's your idea of back up? A human?" If someone had ever thought that a stag 
could not look ferocious, he would be forced to think again when he looked at the 
Gylad. 

"Less yapping, more catching your breath." The Shyf panted heavily. 

"If he's good enough to take down Irtu and Gerda, he's fine by me." 

Lith noticed that one of the Shyf four legs was actually made of earth. The real one 
was unnaturally atrophied and dried. 

A prosthetic limb out of earth magic? What an amazing amount of control it must 
have, to move it like a real one. I wouldn't even notice if the Shyfwasn't so close.' Lith 
thought. 

Having noticed Lith staring at it, the Shyf explained: 

"That's what happens when you are so arrogant that you let the Wither get close 
enough to touch you. 1 would be dead if Lifebringer hadn't caught its attention long 
enough for me to escape." 

"Wither? Isn't that an Abomination?" 

The Gylad scoffed. He wanted to reproach the Ry, but the pillar of wind was 
dissipating, so he preferred bringing Scourge up to speed rather than wasting time 
bickering. 

"An Abomination is when a creature of the forest fails to evolve. Normally they die on 
the spot, but more rarely they lose control of the world energy and become insane. 
Abominations are incredibly strong, with exceptional powers that make them as 
strong as Emperor Beasts. 

"Being them mindless beings, usually a king is more than enough to put them down. 
On very rare occasions, we all gather together to kill a unique Abomination, like in 
this case. It shouldn't be difficult to understand why we call it a Wither." 
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The Gylad pointed with its snout to the dead woods around them. 


"How the heck did he cause all this damage?" Lith couldn't believe that three 
creatures of such power couldn't take down a single monster. 

"Simply by existing." The Ry explained. "Wherever it goes, everything dies. Whenever 
we are about to kill it, its body becomes so formless that nothing we do can pin it 
down. 

"So, it escapes to a healthy zone of the woods, heals itself and we have to start 
everything from scratch. We have been fighting it for three days, we can't hold out 
much longer. That's why 1 decided to ask for your help. Scourge. 

Unlike us, all the elements obey your command." 

Lith nodded, trying to assimilate everything he had just learned. 

'They have been fighting for three days? Holy sh% that's some stamina. Solus, 
analysis!' 

'Yes, skipper, I mean Lith. All the kings have a cyan mana core, but Protector is most 
likely to have a breakthrough in the next few years.' 

7 meant the Wither! Misty aura, shadow body, is it an undead?' Lith watched the 
creature writhe and moan under the dissolving pillar. According to Earth's fantasy 
literature and the new world lore, undead were supposed to have red glowing eyes. 

The Wither's orbits were pitch black, like the rest of its body. 

'It's not an undead. Its lifeforce is nothing like I have ever seen before, nor is its magic 
aura. What the heck could a black mana core mean?' Solus replied. 
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CHAPTER 46 
DARKNESS FALLS (2) 


'Black?' Lith was flabbergasted. According to their light spectrum theory, a black 
mana core would indicate the complete absence of any form of mana. In a world 
were even rocks possessed a mana flow of their own, how could a living being have 
none? 

He immediately activated his Life Vision. [Lith's original spell. See chapter 13 for 
more details} 

"F*ck me sideways." Despite the small build and the thin limbs, the Wither was 
emitting an energy signature stronger than the four of them put together. To his eyes, 
it was like staring into a black sun. 

The three kings and Lith surrounded the Wither with a square formation, alternating 
attacks with paralyzing spells. If the Wither moved in a direction, the whole 
formation moved along with it, trying to prevent it from getting closer or running 
away. 

Lifebringer was capable of using earth and water magic, using the former to slow it 
down, and the latter to attack with a torrent of razor-sharp ice blades. 

Reaper used both air and earth magic, using mainly air to restrict the Wither's 
movements and lightning to attack. Speed was crucial in inflicting damage because 
the black fog surrounding the Abomination was capable of eating away everything, 
even sunlight. 

Protector's fire magic was useless, he could only use air magic, following Reaper's 
lead. 

Despite Lith's help, the situation wasn't getting any better. As the Wither weakened, 
it always started ignoring the attackers and forcibly move toward a new area to 
replenish its vitality 

Lith's and Solus's brains were spinning at top gear, trying to find a way to end the 
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struggle. 


'If it's alive, why can't we kill it? What are we doing wrong?' After another two acres of 
woods were lost, Lith's Life Vision could see the three kings' mana and stamina 
dwindling. 

It was only a matter of time before the Wither had all of them for dinner. 

'Damn! Is this the level of strength that an Emperor Beast has? If it wasn 'tfor the 
formation and their impeccable teamwork, I would have died within the first minute! 
Also, how the heck do they have so much energy after three days of this? 

'I'm here for barely an hour and I had to use Invigoration thrice to replenish my 
energies. I don't even remember when the last time I actually slept was, my timer is 
ticking even faster than theirs. Magical beasts are damn overpowered.' 

"Protector!" Lith called for him, being the closest to his position. 

"I'm going to get close, there's something 1 have to try. If 1 am right, you should notice 
immediately, so leave me there. If I'm wrong, pull me out as fast as you can!" 

The Ry was too busy conjuring one lightning storm after another, so he just nodded. 

Lith broke the formation, entering the black mist. He immediately felt his body 
becoming heavier and heavier. His life and mana were slipping away with every 
breath, allowing the monster to get stronger again. 

'If that thing has a black mana core, maybe it's like a darkness elemental. That should 
mean that light magic is its weak point. 1 need to get closer to hit it with my most 
powerful healing spell.' 

Light and darkness magic had a shorter range than the other elements by nature. 
They also moved slower compared to other spells when cast against a target. Lith 
needed to get close enough for his next spell to hit, not giving the Wither enough 
space to dodge the sudden attack. 

As soon as Lith started merging his mana with the world's light element, he felt a 
strong pull at the level of his mana core. The spell was getting drained even before it 
could fully manifest. The Wither suddenly looked stronger and his body less 
ethereal. 
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His low-pitched scream of agony was now a moan of pure joy. 


Suddenly Lith remembered the words of Lochra Silverwing [see chap 27}. Hers was 
the only book he had ever copied from the first to the last word, reading it over and 
over while mulling over new spells. 

Lochra Silvering was a Magus, and most likely another true magic user. Her wisdom 
was something Lith treasured deeply. 

'Dammit, how can I always be this stupid? This is not a video game, there is no such 
thing as elemental vulnerability. Magus Lochra repeated it over and over: light and 
darkness are not opposites, but two matching pieces of the same puzzle. 

'Darknessgreatest bane is not light, but darkness itself!' 

Lith canceled the healing spell, spreading out a dark aura of his own. The two forces 
collided, emitting black sparks every time they came into contact and tried to 
cannibalize each other. 

Lith's aura was weaker, but he was free to manipulate it whenever the two dark 
fields clashed, condensing it where the enemy's defense was weaker. 

The Wither, instead, was constantly harassed by the three kings' attacks that 
disrupted its focus and weakened its life force. 

The Wither's body was getting incorporeal again, but this time it could not turn its 
back and run, otherwise Lith's dark aura would consume it mercilessly. 

Lith was full of joy, intoxicated by bloodlust and the pride of having finally solved the 
mystery. 

'That creature is not burning with power. Rather it's bleeding manafrom every pore or 
whatever it has! That's why it needs to relentlessly feed on so much energy. Its 
metabolism is akin to a shark, if it stops, it dies!' 

The Wither was getting weaker and weaker, its high-pitched scream filled with fear 
and pain. 

Thanks to their coordinated efforts, Lith's aura managed to consume a whole chunk 
of the Abomination, giving Lith a sudden, unwanted epiphany. 
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It was very similar to what happened with Solus when they first met each other. 


Lith was once again inside a memory. 

He could see himself as a young bear, striving to become strong enough to surpass 
Irtu's strength and become the new king in the east. 

Somehow the young bear knew about mana cores and was able to refine its own in a 
way disturbingly similar to Lith's. 

But unlike Lith, the young bear was a natural at both earth and darkness magic, so it 
continued to relentlessly refine its mana core, even when it got painful. Its hunger for 
power grew along with its mana core strength. 

Tired of waiting for its body to develop naturally, the young bear decided to try to 
evolve the mana core from green to cyan at all costs, so he could become strong 
enough to claim the title of king. 

It fought against the pain, bravely and recklessly at the same time, until it made it! 

But its happiness lasted less than a day. The mana core was too big and strong for its 
young body, and soon started to fall apart and the energy it contained started to leak 
out. 

Darkness magic went out of control, the bear's survival instinct kicked in. It tried 
everything just to survive a second longer. The young bear let the dark energy 
overflow until it became the Wither. 

Lith's bloodlust dissolved like a bubble. 

'That poor b*stard it's not a monster, he is me. A me who failed promoting his mana 
core, too eager to do things his way to care for the consequences. A me that just wants 
to live, fighting against an unfair life.' 

Becoming aware of his opponent's story, Lith no longer wanted to play with his 
enemy. Its screams of agony were torture to his heart. 

"Tm sorry for what happened to you." He said. "I'll do my best to give you a peaceful 
death." 
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Lith's compassion didn't make him lose his cool, on the contrary, it gave him a 
renewed focus. He knew that to achieve his goal he needed killing intent, not mercy, 
so he looked inside himself in search of hatred. 

He recalled his first life, his father's abuses, his mother's indifference, until the day 
Carl died. He remembered the burning anger and desperation, how it peaked before 
Carl's murderer got his joke of a sentence. 

His angriest day happened when he was planning Carl's funeral. Out of the blue, after 
ignoring their lives for years, his mother had the gall to come to his door. 

Crying, she asked for Lith's forgiveness, offering to pay for Carl's memorial service. 
Lith could still remember his eyes seeing red, his right hand holding her throat, 
trying to squeeze the life out of her. 

That woman, that seemed so strong and cruel when he was little, was now a frail 
little thing. 

She begged him to kill her, to let her atone for her mistakes, and join her little boy in 
the afterlife. It was then that Lith's anger burned brighter than ever. He threw her 
out of his house, alive and well. 

"Too little and too late, you b*tch! 1 hope you live a long and miserable life, knowing 
that for both your sons you were nothing but an embarrassment. A sh*t that they 
flushed out of their lives as soon as they could." Those were their parting words. 

In a corner of his mind. Solus was crying for him. Yet she couldn't avoid noticing that 
despite all he had done, Orpal amounted to nothing in Lith's mind. His existence was 
merely an annoyance. 

Focusing all that rage and anger into his fist, Lith released a stream of dark energy 
that struck the Wither's mana core, forcing it to crumble. It was unable to withstand 
the conflicting forces from within and outside itself. 

After that, the young bear's agony finally ended. 

Its purified spirit finally able to return to mother earth's embrace, in search of a new 
life. 
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CHAPTER 47 
UNEXPECTED ANSWERS 


After the battle concluded, everyone dropped down on the ground, finally able to 
relax. Despite the victory, there was no place for joy or celebration. The Trawn 
woods would bear a scar that could take, months if not years to heal. 

The three kings were already discussing how to rearrange the borders of their areas 
of influence, to prevent future food shortages to affect them too harshly. 

Lith, instead, was still pondering on the young bear memories, comparing their lives. 
It was only because he had been reborn in a good family that he had not ended up 
obsessing with power, being able to afford taking care of his body. 

In its place, with the fierce competition of the wilderness, he may have been tempted 
of doing the same. All his life up to that point had been all a huge risk/rewards 
assessment too, Lith had simply been luckier. 

It was the second time in a single day that his victory had been hollow. He started to 
feel depressed, making the adrenaline rush dissolve much faster. Soon exhaustion 
would have taken its toll, he needed some real sleep. 

Before going home, thought, there were still some things he had to do. First, he gave 
the Shyf a whole boar to eat, then Lith proceeded to heal its atrophied leg. 

He couldn't do it before, because the fatigue from recovering from such a wound, 
coupled with its already debilitated state from the prolonged battle, would have 
made the Shyf faint. 

Being a healer was almost a second nature to Lith at that point. He also wanted that 
whatever happened next in the woods, they would face it on their own. Lith had 
already enough on his plate, all he wanted was to sleep and eat for a week straight. 

Second, he finally could express not to one, but to three powerful magical beasts, his 
doubts about tier four magic with a practical example. 
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With the energy he had left, Lith executed with true magic a scaled down version of 
the tier four Lightning God's Finger spell, weaving together fire and air magic to 
conjure a small sphere of plasma. 

"The real deal would be bigger, hence doing more damage but also requiring much 
more energy." Because of its nature, plasma was highly volatile and would disperse 
at the smallest mistake. 

It could indeed generate temperatures in the orders of thousand degrees, even 
striking with surgical precision, but it was incredibly slow to move, and Lith couldn't 
find a single practical use to justify spending so much mana in just one spell. 

Both the Ry and the Shyf were natural air magic masters, so they could immediately 
understand the nature of the spell and its underlying effects. 

"That's just useless!" Reaper blurted. 

"It the prettiest waste of mana 1 have ever seen." Protector laughed. 

"With much less energy and effort, you could wipe away an entire acre of the woods. 
1 think the problem is not you, but the spell itself. 

According to what you told me in the past, humans deems each other so stupid and 
untrustworthy that they divided magic into steps, or tiers, as you call them. 

In my opinion either the human that invented that cr*p did have more free time than 
brains, or the spell is incomplete on purpose." 

"Are humans really so idiotic? To teach their cubs how to kill a prey but not where 
the best parts are?" The Shyf was flabbergasted at the idea. 

"Another dead end." Lith sighed, his depression getting worse. The Ry was his last 
hope to make head or tails of the magical conundrum. 

"I'm sorry. Scourge." The Ry said. "But us magical beast have a much more practical 
view about magic, most of your human issues are either senseless or idiotic to me. 
Another problem is that we are uncapable of controlling the whole world energy. 

Only king level beasts can manipulate two elements, while the most complex spells 
you showed me sometimes use three or more. 
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I would love to help you further, but between my duties and this tragedy, 1 need to 
focus on avoiding the impending famine. Sorry." 

The Ry and the Shyf left him, starting to discuss how to make the whole forest, 
especially the zone most damaged by the Wither, survive the coming winter. 

Lith could feel his headache getting worse by the second, so after bidding them 
goodbye, he started to move as fast as he could towards home. 

"So much for a second and third opinion. If the Ry is right, then we are f *cked up big 
time. No academy means no tier five spells, which in turn implies that we will be 
stuck with tier three as our main source of inspiration. 

Not to mention that 1 really do not envy all those students that waste a whole year of 
their life practicing incomplete spells." 

"Actually, 1 have been pondering about what Nana told us, and 1 think there is yet 
another possibility. Maybe tier four and five are so rare to come around because they 
are strictly related to a mage specialization." Solus suggested. 

"What if the Lightning God's Finger isn't an offensive spell, but rather an energy 
source for constructs? Or maybe it's the only way to carve magic runes in the hardest 
materials used for weapons or armours. 

We know nothing about forgemastering, potion brewing or anything related to 
indirect magic." 

"F*ck! You are probably right. And that adds insult to our injury. Seems we are 
destined to live four very uninteresting years." 

As soon as he came home, Lith refused to move a finger, going to bed right after 
dinner, hoping that the next day would bring him good news. 

Yet months passed, his birthday was getting closer and so was the deadline for 
applying to any academy. 

Meanwhile, Count Lark hadn't been sitting on his hands. He had used every single 
opportunity, every pretext, no matter how flimsy, to seek audience with the King, and 
when that failed, he worked his way down the Court's hierarchy. 
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He had pestered everyone so much that many would hide at his presence, or pretend 
to not even notice him to not give any opportunity to persist in his fool's errand. 

But the Count was a stubborn man, he knew rules and regulations inside out, and by 
using real problems related to Lustria County as a cover, there was only so much 
they could do to avoid him without setting a dangerous precedent. 

He was able to endure hours long waits like they were nothing, and then still have 
the energy to plea for his case until his hosts were so exhausted that to get rid of 
him, they had to at least promise to consider his claims. 

When Headmistress Linnea talked about wanting to send a political message, this 
wasn't the result she was hoping for. Soon her name would get associated with 
ingenious curses and swearing, and so her bloodline until the seventh generation. 

Count Lark soon become a hot topic, receiving the same degree of attention an 
impending flood or plague would get. 

One way or another he achieved part of his objective, making the whole Court 
discuss the possible implications that Headmistress Linnea's new rule could cause in 
the future. 

Was it really worth to bar the road to a promising magician because of how or where 
did he/she learn her spells? Why punish the victim of a crime just because he/she 
had asked to uphold the law? 

Should a Headmistress of such an important institution be allowed to change the 
rules of admission on a whim, without any form of control? 

An important discussion like that needed time, but most importantly peace and 
quiet, so the Court unanimously resolved to grant Marchioness Distar, the true ruler 
of Lustria County, extraordinary powers, to face Count Lark as she thought best. 

In other words, she was left with the short end of the stick. 

Now Count Lark would relentlessly pester her, while everyone else would live 
happily ever after. 

Marchioness Distar already had her fair share of trouble, Trequill Lark was just the 
icing on the cake. She pondered more than once to use her newfound authority to 
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behead him, but her good sense and all her personal advisors stopped her. 


Lark was one of his best retainers. He was sincere, didn't skim on the taxes, never 
had sordid affairs that she was forced to cover up. 

Not to mention that under his guiding hand, Lustria County had been flourishing for 
over twenty years, without that the Marchioness and her mother before her had ever 
to move a finger. 

It was a well-oiled machine, and honest to boot! Replacing him would cause her 
much more trouble than executing him would prevent. 

Having her back against a wall, she decided that honesty was the best policy. Lark 
was a loving father, after all. Maybe he would understand her position and leave her 
alone if he knew the truth. 

After granting him the thirty-seventh audience in less that three months, she 
explained to Count Lark her family's plight. 

"As you know, the higher you get the more trouble you incur into. A few weeks ago, 
my family experienced an attempted murder. Thanks to the safety measures we have 
surrounded ourselves with, it failed. But it didn't pass without consequences. 

One of the assailants, managed to reach my daughter. Her magical protections took 
the brunt of the hit, reducing a deathblow to slightly more than a pinprick." 

"All is well that ends well." The Count commented. 

The Marchioness had to stop herself from slapping him to death, rubbing her 
forehead instead, trying to calm down. 

"1 wish! Because of that pinprick my daughter has been cursed" 

"Cursed?" Count Lark's monocle jumped out his orbit from the surprise. 

Usually he would scoff at such preposterous concept. In ah his years of exploring 
magic curiosities from all over the world, he had encountered curses only in the 
bedtime stories he read at his children. 

But the Marchioness glare induced him to put his monocle back in place and let her 
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continue. 


"Yes, cursed. I wouldn't believe it myself if 1 hadn't seen it first-hand. When the 
healer tried to help her, preventing a scar, instead of disappearing, the wound 
became bigger. 

1 tried everything, calling renowned master Alchemists, healers, medicine women, 
shamans. Nothing worked. 

Now the only thing that keeps my ever-bleeding daughter alive is the constant 
consumption of potion and the help of my personal magician, Ainz. 

As you know he is considered a genius, maybe the best ever graduated from the 
Black Griffon academy. 

To make things worse, when the assailants understood they had no chance of 
escaping, they chose to blow themselves up, destroying all the evidence. There was 
no one to interrogate, nothing left to examine to understand what they had done!" 

"This is fantastic!" The Count thought. 

"This is terrible!" The Count actually said, keeping his best grieving face. 
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CHAPTER 48 

UNEXPECTED ANSWERS (2) 


"I know you will call me an old fool, but 1 think 1 have the solution to your problem." 

"If you are referring to your little protege, you are more than a fool, you are 
certifiable. 1 tried, Ainz tried, 1 could write a book with the names of all those who 
tried. 

1 can only hope for Krishna Manohar, the god of healing, to return soon. Only he can 
save me from this anguish. The only reason he is not here yet, is because that 
goddamn lunatic is nowhere to be found. 

He is doing his experiments in some remote village, forsaken by both humans and 
gods. He even left his communicator behind, to not be disturbed. My mother always 
said that bachelors are unreliable, and damn if she was right. 

If that b*astard had a wife, a husband, even a cat, someone would know where to 
find him!" 

"1 completely agree with you. Only a married man truly understands the burden of 
responsibility" Count Lark suck up to her. 

"But allow me to say that you are underestimating my protege." Lark ignored the 
ferocious snarl from the Marchioness and pushed forward. 

"As 1 told you more than once in the past, he is blessed by the light. I'll share with you 
a family secret, he actually helped my daughter with a similar problem." 

"Your daughter was cursed?!" The Marchioness rose an eyebrow in disbelief. 

"Sadly, yes. It plagued her life for years." Count Lark knew that the best he was the 
one shrouded by a half-truth. Keyla had always called her acne a curse, after ah. 

"What do you have to lose? If Tm wrong, we'll leave, and you will never hear from me 
again, outside official business." 
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"Is that a promise?" It was too good to be true. 


"I swear on my ancestors. If he fails, the only things we will ever talk about are 
County matters." 

After shaking his hand to seal the deal, Marchioness Distar had him contact Nana, 
which in turn called Lith. 

When he arrived to Nana's house, Ainz was already there, waiting for him. 

He was a man in his mid-twenties, wearing a full black robe that covered his entire 
figure except his head and hands. He had long fingers, pitch black hair and eyes, with 
some odd black shades that seemed to devour sunlight at contact. 

Ainz had sharp, and intelligent features, with a blood red gemstone embroidered on 
his chest. 

"Aside from the tacky gem, that's the kind of man I would gladly marry one of my 
sisters to. Too bad he is too old, noble and tacky." Lith thought. 

Ainz gave him an odd look, but his eyes didn't betray any emotion. 

"My liege requires you help, young magico. Do you know how to fly?" 

Lith nodded, swallowing back a snarky remark. 

"Then go in that direction as fast as you can." Ainz pointed at north, northeast. 

"I'll follow you closely." 

Lith pretended to cast a personal spell, wriggling randomly his fingers and counting 
backwards from ten to seven, in English. By mimicking the Ry, he coupled his best 
flying spell with the slipstream effect one, reaching a speed close to 500 kph 
(Sllmph). 

It took Ainz only a bit of effort to catch up with him. 

"Not bad! Purple mana core guys are really impressive." Both Solus and Lith wanted 
to see with their own eyes what someone with such talent was capable of. 
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"Impressive! So young and he already has devised some personal spells. Maybe the 
old lunatic isn't so crazy, after all." 

When they reached the Marchioness' house, Ainz moved so fast through all the 
barriers and guards that Lith didn't manage to take a proper look around. He had to 
spend all his energies just to keep up with his pace. 

Before he realized it, he was in a fancy parlour. Both nobles stood up at their arrival. 

"That was fast, Ainz." The Marchioness seemed pleasantly surprised. 

"The young one seems to have more than one ace up his sleeve." 

"Is this commenting my skills supposed to be subtle or something? Seriously? How 
stupid to you take me for?!" Lith was seriously pissed off, but the looks from the 
Count and his guilty conscience kept his mouth at bay. 

The Marchioness gave Lith an abridged version of the story, dragging him to her 
daughter's bedroom without giving him the time to think or even express his 
opinion. 

"I get it already! You don't have any faith in me. Quit dragging me around like a 
ticking parcel!" Lith thought. 

He was seriously considering failing on purpose, just to get even with her, but from 
Lark's troubled face, his instinct could tell that there was more at stake than the life 
of a girl. 

Just from his countenance, Lith could deduce that the Count had exerted a lot of 
pressure just to get him to that spot. Lark had faith in him, and judging from the 
Marchioness expression, she was clearly expecting, if not straight wishing, for Lith to 
fail. 

It wasn't the time to stand on the side-lines anymore, he believed that if the Count 
assumed he could do it, there shouldn't be any risk playing his "blessed by the light" 
card. 

After catching his breath, he performed more finger wriggling while counting up 
from one to three, in English, while activating Invigorate on the poor girl. 
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It was a beautiful young woman in her early twenties, with only cotton gauzes to 
cover her chest area, compressing a huge wound, ten centimetres [4inches} wide 
that cut her diagonally from the left shoulder to the right hip. 

After a few second, he could only say. 

"Interesting." 

The Marchioness scoffed, everyone before him had said the same word. 

"And?" 

"And it's not a curse. Just some kind of magically laced poison." 

"What?!?" The Marchioness lost control, stamping her feet on the floor. 

"You heard me." Lith was tired of being looked down upon, treated like some 
illiterate barbarian. "It's a slow release poison that disrupts the effects of light magic, 
turning any attempt to cure it into a new wound. Simply brilliant. 

It's almost impossible to cure such condition." 

"Almost?" The Marchioness knitted her eyebrows. "Are you saying you can cure her?" 

"Yes." He nodded. "It will take about a week to make the proper adjustments to one 
of my spells. It's the same thing I did for Count Lark a few years ago, just more 
complicated." They hadn't arranged together this speech, it was the truth. 

It was just like Keyla's acne, only instead of removing natural impurities, he had to 
remove the artificial ones in order to make the healing possible. 

"Kid, my daughter's life is no joke. I tried, Ainz tried." She pointed to the black 
obsessed mage. "Are you sure?" 

"She tried?!" Lith thought. "Solus, didn't you tell me she had just a red mana core?" 
"Indeed, and is still red." 

"Try scanning her clothes, accessories, anything that doesn't have any mana." 
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"Her barrette!" Solus exclaimed. "It has no magic flow, but that's impossible! This 
means that even items capable of hiding one's talents do exist." 

"Forgemaster is definitely a specialization we have to take." 

"Pretty sure. 1 will be back in a week and..." Lith tried to move, but the Marchioness 
stood in his way. 

"If what you say is true, you'll stay here and cure her as soon as you are finished, not 
a second later!" 

Lith was enraged even more, he was being taken hostage by a grief-struck 
madwoman abusing her power, but remained silent. Both Count's Lark and his 
family were in danger. 

When Marchioness Distar noticed Lark's shocked gaze, she had already gone too far. 

"It is never wise mistreating a healer, my liege." Ainz used one of his personal spells, 
sending in her ear a whisper that only the Marchioness could perceive. 

"Healers tend life, but how you relate to them changes their attitude and care toward 
their patients. If Manohar is unavailable in the future, if this Lith can actually do 
what he says, do you really want to make an enemy out of him?" 

"Please, save my daughter." The Marchioness said with a deep bow. "If you manage to 
heal her, 1 will send you to whatever academy of your choice. 1 swear to the gods." 

"This is much better." Lith thought. 

The following week was pretty stressful for him. Being paranoid, he was sure the 
Marchioness or one other servants would spy on him 24/7. Lith had to sleep every 
night, and spent the following days pretending to experiment with hand signs and 
accents. 

He could actually cure the girl right off the bat, but that would have been too fast. 

Lith had followed Count Lark's advice, preparing himself for revealing at least part of 
his talent. 

When Manohar was his age, he had solved a similar case in less than three days. Lith 
didn't want to appear as good as him, so he took as reference another contemporary 
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great healer whose records were stored in Soluspedia. 


"I can't be too much of a genius, but being average is out of question. To achieve what 
I want I must be treasured, but not envied or used as a paragon. Scoring 90/100 is 
more than enough for my needs." 

A week later, he entered again in the young lady's bedroom, under the eyes other 
family and Ainz. 

Lith first put his hand on her sternum, taking control of her mana flow and forcing 
the poison to move in a single spot before extracting it. 

Then, he made it float in a bubble, before dripping it in a vial he had made prepare 
beforehand. 

After that, Lith executed his best healing spell, closing the wound in one go, without 
leaving a mark or a scar. 

The girl immediately regained a healthy pink colour, her breathing turned from 
quick and shallow to strong and steady. 

Marchioness Distar couldn't believe her eyes. She quickly unwrapped the gauze, 
barely giving Lith and the male side of the family the time to turn around. 

Doing it left him full of regrets. 

"Be strong, old man. We are still physically young, there are still plenty of wonderful 
breasts waiting for us in this new world. Think of it as an investment. It's better to 
start our relationship with our new backer with a clean slate." 

While the Marchioness was hugging her daughter, sobbing, Ainz took the poison to 
analyse it, while Lith exited the room, waiting for the permission to go back home. 
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CHAPTER 49 

A GOOD START IS HALF THE JOB 


A few days later, Marchioness Distar summoned Lith once again, this time in a 
proper polite way, giving him time to prepare and an explanation for their meeting. 

They met in a neutral territory, in Count Lark's lounge. Contrary to etiquette, the 
noblewoman stood up when he entered the room, making a curtsy even before Lith 
had greeted or bowed to her. 

"Welcome, young mage. Thanks for saving my daughter's life. No one knows how 
much time she had left in such conditions." 

"1 actually do." Lith thought with a cruel inner smile. "She had barely two weeks left 
when 1 first visited her, before her organs started failing one after the other. Luckily, 
she has a tough skin, so 1 wasn't forced to play the sink or swim healing attempt. 

1 wouldn't have cured her before at least five days, my safety comes first. 1 can waste 
time and lose opportunities, but 1 will not gamble my whole life for a stranger, no 
matter who he or she is!" 

"Also, 1 have several reasons to apologize to you. First, for how 1 treated you. 1 was 
rude and condescending. 1 shouldn't have tried forcing your hand, but 1 was 
desperate at the time. Your sister was ill too, 1 hope you can understand me." 

Lith inwardly sneered. 

"You only say this now, because 1 succeeded and you are afraid of needing my help 
again in the future. 1 feel no compassion for the likes of you." 

"No need to apologize, your Ladyship. Life sometimes burden us with a weight we 
are unable to carry, and desperation can make even the best of us lose his morals." 
Was what he actually said. He needed a new and more powerful backer. 

Being friends was of secondary importance, their relationship was strictly business 
related. It was important to lay solid foundations for it, putting aside pointless 
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grudges. But he wouldn't forgive nor forget. 


If she failed or betrayed his trust, it was a good thing that revenge is a dish best 
served cold. 

The Marchioness shook her head. 

"I think that your forgiveness is still undeserved. I lied to you that day. I have no 
authority outside my Marquisate, so I cannot guarantee your successful enrolment in 
any academy outside the Lightning and White Griffon." 

Her gown had many small pockets, hidden by the complex embroideries. From one 
of those, she took out a ring bearing the King's crest. 

"It's a long and boring story..." She said looking furtively at Count Lark, suppressing 
an ironic laughter. 

"...but what it matters is that at the moment in my Marquisate I hold a power on par 
with the King, so both academies can only accept my orders." 

Lith wasn't yet completely convinced that going away, even for just two years, was 
the best course of actions. He decided to test the waters first. 

"Wouldn't be possible to be home-schooled? If you hold such authority, it should not 
be a problem giving me the same benefits I would get from an academy and private 
tutors. After all, the location isn't that important." 

"It actually is. The forests surrounding the academies play a big part in both the 
points and grades system. Also, yes, if you insist, I could achieve what you asked, but 
bear in mind that my situation is merely temporary. 

Once the Court finishes deliberating the current matter, everything would get back to 
normal and I'm not sure to have all the resources you'll need. On the other hand, if 
you enrol in an academy now, it would be like according to a King's decree. 

And once inside, even if I lose my almighty status, you would be protected by the 
rules of the kingdom and of the Mage Association. No one would be fool enough to 
make an enemy out of the King. Archmages and Royalty are deeply intertwined." 

"It sadly makes sense." Lith inwardly sighed. "It's best to exploit the situation to its 
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fullest. Between her desire to make up to me, no matter her reasons, and her 
temporary King status, 1 should be able to get some extra safety measure. 

If only half of what Nana told me is true. I'll need every advantage 1 can get to avoid 
useless drama and pointless face-slapping." 

"1 understand. 1 think that going to the Lightning Griffon is out of question, the 
Headmistress will probably want my head on a stick either way." 

"1 wouldn't be so sure." The Marchioness replied. "Anyhow, with your talent as a 
healer, 1 had guessed you wanted to go to the White Griffon. You do know it's the 
school with the biggest light magic department, right?" 

"But of course." Lith lied through his teeth. "But Tm also quite interested in the art of 
forgemastering. Which academy would be the best choice for such specialization?" 

"Any of them." Marchioness Distar shrugged. "They all have good Forgemasters, but 
the great ones avoid academies like the plague. Artists like to be free, while in an 
institution they have to take care of paperwork, teaching, the student's items. 

All things that would keep them away from their research. Not to mention that for an 
academy Forgemaster, keeping the nature of his research secret is much harder. To 
get funds from the academy, you have to share. All great mages hate sharing." 

That piece of news reassured Lith. 

"White Griffon it is, then. How long will the trip take?" Lith recalled that Nana once 
stated that the academy was more than five hundred kilometres [311 miles} away 
from Lustria. Even if it was just for an audience, he would need to pack some clothes. 

"From my house? Considering that we first have to speak with the Headmaster, and 
then you have to take your admission exam, I'd say three, four hours tops. You'll get 
home in time for dinner, that's for sure." 

Lith found difficult to do the math. Even flying at his top speed, he would need at 
least two hours to get there and back, not to mention that the Marchioness didn't 
seem the type to fly that long, messing her hair and dress right before meeting the 
Headmaster. 

But they were already off a rocky start, Lith preferred to pretend to have understood 
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everything, instead of flaunting his ignorance once again, destroying that little of 
respect he had gained so far. 


Seeing his conflicted expression, the Marchioness completely misunderstood the 
situation. 

"Don't worry, young mage. It's just the admission exam. You will get the opportunity 
to say goodbye to your family and friends. The academy will not start before another 
two months. You have plenty of time to settle all your business." 

Lith thanked her with a deep bow. 

"Please, don't thank me yet. I hope you'll accept this as part of my apologies." 

She handed him a communication amulet, very similar to all those he had seen up to 
that point, except for the fact that it had only one rune on it, right on its center. 

"To mark it as your own, just send some mana in the stone." Lith did as instructed, 
both the gemstone and the lone rune lit up, like they had become scorching hot. 

"To exchange your contact rune, you just need to make two amulets touch while they 
are activated." Both the Count and the Marchioness held their amulets out, every 
time they touched, their rune got impressed on Lith's amulet and vice versa. 

The Marchioness amulet was completely covered in runes already, to accommodate 
the new one, all the other runes shrank in size, just enough to leave enough space for 
another of the same dimension. 

"There's no limit to the number of contact runes an amulet can hold." She explained. 

"This will help you get in touch with me or Lark if anything happens. It will also 
make staying in touch with your family easier." She gave him a little box, holding a 
second amulet. 

"Only one person can activate it. So, your family has to choose wisely." 

Lith bowed profusely, that gesture had taken a big burden off his heart. She had 
explicitly offered as his backer, and thanks to the amulet he could always help his 
family through the two nobles, if necessity arose. 
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The appointment was set at the Marchioness' house at noon. Lith always had trouble 
with time, so he arrived early, to stay on the safe side. Servants treated him with the 
utmost respect, but were unable to hide their surprise 

Clearly the rumors in the house had spread fast, and he probably didn't fit the image 
of the great healer that saved the young mistress that they had pictured in their 
heads. 

Marchioness Distar made him wait but a few minutes. She wore a simple day dress, 
her long hair down. It was impossible to suspect that she was actually the Lord of the 
entire region. 

"You are already here. Good. Let's move." 

"On foot?!" Lith couldn't avoid asking. 

"We could take a stagecoach, but it's a waste of time. The Mage Association's branch 
is right there." She pointed to another luxurious building, not even a hundred meters 
(llOyards) away. 

Lith bit his lower lip, thanking fate for being still short enough to make impossible 
for her noticing his shocked expression when he wasn't looking up. 

The door was closed and with no guards, yet all she had to do was to press her family 
ring where the keyhole was supposed to be to open the way. 

The inside of the house resembled very much an embassy. The clerk at front desk 
stopped them in their tracks, asking for their proof of identity and the reason of visit. 

The Marchioness handed to him a piece of paper that appeared out of thin air. 

"She probably has a dimensional something on her too." 

The clerk passed the paper over a blue gemstone set into the desk. When both 
glowed of a pale blue he said. 

"Everything seems all right. Your destination is right beyond the door." 

He waved at the wall at his right, appearing incredibly stupid in Lith's eyes. But then 
several rune markings appeared from the wall, forming a small ring of energy that 
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quickly expanded, becoming big enough for both of them to pass through. 


"A real dimension door! If 1 have to choose between healing and forgemastering, I'll 
take the second without any regret." 

It took but a step to travel all the distance between the capital of the Marquisate and 
the Headmaster office of the White Griffon. Lith recognized it because it was almost 
identical to the Lightning Griffon one. 

The only differences were how the furniture was positioned, and the Headmaster 
personal effects on display. Books he had written, certificates of merit from both the 
Kingdom and the Association. They covered the whole wall behind his desk 

"No frigging antechamber?!" 

The Headmaster was waiting for them, he stood up as soon as the door appeared, 
approaching Marchioness Distar and welcoming her with great warmth. 

"Marchioness Distar! Is always such a pleasure to meet an alumnus of our academy, 
even if she graduated before my time." Without waiting for her reply, he made her a 
deep bow, that she reciprocated. 

"Headmaster Linjos, is an honour to have the chance to finally meet you. 1 heard a lot 
about the incredible feats you managed to accomplish at your young age. It's no 
surprise at ah that for you becoming the youngest Headmaster ever." 

"You are too kind. Excuse me for my bluntness, but 1 was really surprised by your 
sudden request for an urgent meeting. Has anything else happened to your family? Is 
there anything else that White Griffon can do for you?" 

Linjos was deeply embarrassed, the academy was about to resume its activities and 
Manohar was still unreachable. The Headmaster had taken multiple notes to 
reprimand him sharply. 

Taking a short personal leave was okay, disappearing for almost six months straight, 
not so much. 

"Thanks for your interest, but my family managed to survive, one way or another. 

The reason for this audience is that 1 wanted to introduce you this brilliant young 
mage. He is pretty famous, you should have heard of Lith of Lustria." 
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"Ah!" Finally recognizing the youth behind her, Linjos stepped back. A beehive had 
just walked unannounced in his office. 
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CHAPTER 50 
POLITICS AND IDEALS 


Linjos was a man in his late twenties, about 1,77 meters [5'9"} high. His ample mage 
robe made his build a mystery, he could as well be a mountain of muscles or thin as a 
stick. He had a perfectly shaven long face, a cleft chin and an aquiline nose. 

His hair was chestnut brown, with shades of silver. His brow eyes were brimming 
with intelligence and worry. Lith could almost hear his panicking thoughts. 

"Judging from the difference in treatment Lark and Distar received, he must be 
aware of how powerful she is at the moment. 1 am really curious to see how this will 
play out." 

The Headmaster's bushy eyebrows were wriggling like furry worms, while he was 
deciding how to face the unexpected event. 

"He too has a light blue mana core." Solus observed. "He is weaker than Ainz, but 
stronger than anyone else we met, except for that b*tch Linnea. Blue must be the 
minimum requirement for the position." 

"Well, this is really embarrassing to say, dear Marchioness, but 1 don't know if 1 can 
help you." Linjos considered Linnea's political stand bulls*it, he had fiercely opposed 
to her motion during the last Headmasters Council. 

But he had lost, even if by a small margin. The rules were clear, he could only follow 
the regulations approved by the majority of the Council. 

"Well, 1 think it will be easier than you think." The Marchioness sat down on an 
armchair, inviting Linjos to do the same. Watching the Headmaster getting ordered 
around in his own office, filled Lith with joy. 

"1 wish it was me, being so powerful to make them all bend the knee! No more 
hiding, no more lies. Just unbridled power!" 

"What do you mean?" Linjos asked after sitting behind his desk. 
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"You see, I am partially at fault for this whole situation. If 1 had just told the truth 
from the beginning, nothing would have happened. But 1 had my own reasons, so 1 
hope you do understand how confidential it is what 1 am about to share with you." 

The Headmaster's interest was piqued, and while Lith had no idea what she was 
talking about, he was a liar skilled enough to know when to shut up and get her back. 

"Of course, everything you say will never get out of this room. You have my word." 

"You see, 1 met Lith a few years ago, and 1 was so amazed by his skill and talent that 1 
took him as my apprentice." She closed in to the desk, almost whispering. 

Both men were taken aback by that revelation. 

"So Nerea actually taught him only the basics, it was actually 1 that imparted to him 
the ways of magic. The problem was, and still is, that my family is under the scrutiny 
of too many eyes. 1 have too many enemies. 

So, to prevent that one of them could snuff him out before he could achieve his true 
potential, we decided to keep everything a secret and let the world think that Count 
Lark and Nerea were the ones actually taking care of him." 

"That would explain a lot!" Linjos exclaimed in shock. "His achievements are too 
outstanding for someone without a proper background. Not to mention why the 
Court has taken the matter so seriously, despite it came from a low noble appeal." 

"Well, f*ck you too, mate." Lith thought. "Diss Lark one more time, and you and 1 will 
have a problem." 

"Exactly." The Marchioness nodded, passing him several papers that came out from 
one of the rings she wore. 

"1 still can't afford the truth to see the light, you know what happened to my 
daughter. So, 1 would really like to avoid officially forcing you accept him with the 
authority entrusted me by the King. It would raise a fuss on multiple levels. 

1 hope that you can understand my position, and that those documents will give you 
leverage enough to defend your standing, if the Council tries to reprimand you." 

Linjos read the papers, and at some point, almost jumped up from his chair. 
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"He is the one that cured your daughter and extracted the magical poison our labs 
are currently studying?!" He simply could not believe his eyes. 

The best healers among the Griffon academies staff had tried and failed, while this 
kid was supposed to have correctly diagnosed the nature of the illness and managed 
to cure it. 

"Tm sorry for being rude once again, but all the testimonies come from your family 
members. The Council will surely object that this is just a ruse to force their hand. 
This story is simply unbelievable." 

"Go to the next page, please." She didn't even care to hide her smirk. 

The second page was also a statement. Ainz was one of the witnesses, and reported 
everything he had seen during that day, giving a professional assessment on Lith's 
skills, pointing out and describing the numerous personal spells he had witnessed 
him using. 

Linjos went completely pale. 

Ainz testimony was a sworn one, just like the others, but coming from a mage it had 
a completely different significance from that of a noble. 

Doubting his word was the same as calling him a liar and an incompetent, the 
consequences of that would be terrible. 

Despite being so young, his talent and power were beyond question, not to mention 
that the Black Griffon would become a sworn enemy of anyone who tried to taint 
their genius' reputation. 

Such a heavy insult could even bring Ainz to personally challenge whoever dared to 
question his judgement, and there was no Headmaster that wanted to face him in 
direct confrontation, be it a magic duel or contest of wits. 

The two documents were more than enough to defy the will of the Council without 
repercussions, but Linjos wasn't the kind of man who acted on impulse. 

"The fact that 1 can, doesn't mean that 1 must do it." He pondered. 

"Whatever 1 do, 1 will face a different backlash, either from the Marchioness or the 
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Council. From a political standpoint there is not much difference, and that makes my 
decision much easier. 

If this kid is really so talented, it would be a crime against magic to blindly follow the 
orders of those old fogeys. 1 remember well how they opposed to me becoming 
Headmaster, claiming 1 was too young, too 'radical' for the position. 

It's time to teach them a lesson. Their wrinkly as*es have been rooted to their chairs 
for so long that they have forgotten about the passion that teaching magic requires. 

1 accepted the position the Queen offered to me, because 1 was disgusted seeing how 
academies were being reduced to paper-pushers, neglecting to nurture true talents 
and bootlicking those who are already powerful for petty political gain." 

The Marchioness waited patiently. Being thoughtful was a plus on her book, only 
idiots and lapdogs would mindlessly charge toward danger. 

"1 will be glad to take your disciple in my academy, but only if he reaches the 
minimum requirements. Under my guidance, there is no favoritism in the White 
Griffon." 

Both the Marchioness and Lith had no objections. Lith had been instructed about the 
admittance test by Nana well before his visit to the Lightning Griffon, and before 
going to the White Griffon he had asked confirmation from the Marchioness. 

Nana's admittance had happened decades ago, something could have changed over 
time, but from Distar's experience, the structure of the exam was still the same. 

Headmaster Linjos used his communication amulet to assemble the Heads of all the 
magical departments in the test room. Lith was curious about exploring the academy, 
but the Headmaster opened another dimensional door, bringing them to destination. 

It was a big square room, with each side thirty meters [33 yards} long, that seemed 
carved out a single huge piece of stone. The walls, floor and ceiling were all smooth 
with no gap except for a door. 

The only pieces of furniture were several chairs lined up against a wall, were the 
Marchioness, the Headmaster and the faculty heads sat as soon as they came out of 
several dimension doors. 
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Lith felt a new respect for fake mages. Compressing space with such ease, allowing 
instant movements was something beyond his wildest dreams. 

When all the seven Heads arrived, the Headmaster said: 

"Show us your basics." 

He was asking Lith to show his proficiency with chore magic, the foundation of all 
magics. 

"If only you knew what you are missing..." Lith Inwardly smiled. 

Lith took a deep breath, stimulating his mana core to its maximum output. He stood 
straight, extending his right hand upwards, right above his head, generating a sphere 
of dazzling white light the size of a chestnut. 

His sharp earing could already listen to some whispered comments. 

"Perfect silent light magic. Trivial but effective." "Hope he can do something better, 1 
have so much paperwork in my office..." 

Lith openly smiled, moving his arm clockwise, and when it reached two o'clock a 
fiery fireball appeared. 

"Two kinds of perfect silent magic! Not bad, for a commoner." "Double casting, finally 
something interesting." 

The arm kept moving in a fluid movement, not letting them the time to chat. At four 
o'clock a small thundercloud appeared. The audience started to get interested. 

"Triple casting at twelve years?" "What the f*ck? Triple perfect silent..." 

The arm reached six o'clock, a blot of pure darkness started consuming the light, 
pulsing with hunger. Both the Headmaster and the Marchioness had already 
understood what it was, but while the Marchioness had seen Lith in action, Linjos 
was shocked. 

"It couldn't be Silverwing's..." 

At eight o'clock rock, dust and dirt condensed into a small round stone, while at 
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eleven o'clock a small bubble of water constantly shifted between gas, liquid and 
frozen state. 


"By the gods! Hexacasting with perfect silent magic!" "That's almost Magus 
Silverwing's Mana Hexagram." "The last student that managed to do that..." 

The Headmaster hit the department Head with the elbow, forcing him to shut up. 
Lith's interest was piqued. Why interrupt him? Was the identity of the student a 
secret? 

"There is no almost." He thought. 

His arm didn't stop, at the second round of his arm, the single dots of energy became 
connected by tendrils of power, forming a perfect hexagram inscribed in a circle. 

Through the shared connections, energy started to circulate, until the single 
elements disappeared, leaving only a golden hexagram floating in the air. [AN: If you 
have problems imagining the result, just look again at the book's cover :P} 

That was the reason why Nana had been admitted back in the day, and she had 
passed it down to Lith. 

Lochra Silverwing's Mana Hexagram was a rare feat, that barely a magician out of a 
hundred was capable to perform. It was an exercise that demonstrated not only 
mastery over all the elements, but also a deep understanding of the flow of mana. 

It emphasized the mental strength and focus. It was an unwritten rule that whoever 
was capable of casting the Mana Hexagram was automatically admitted, even if 
he/she was a slave. 

After that Lith started to cast fake magic spells as fast as he could. Now he had to 
prove his mastery and control over the first three tiers of magic to skip the 
beginner's years. 

He was supposed to cast at least twenty tier one spells, but he performed thirty. He 
could have done more, but avoided to. 

Lith had already studied and memorized all the White Griffon records, if geniuses 
scored 110/100, 90/100 was a perfectly fine result for him. 
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He didn't want to get too much spotlight, just enough to get his talent recognized and 
maybe turn some professors into his backers, to spend the next two years in the 
most calm and peaceful atmosphere. 

He was there to learn, not to fight. Lith stopped at tier three spells, going further 
would be too dangerous. Not only he would have exposed too much talent, but he 
would also risk to skip even the fourth year. 

Specialization courses started on the fourth year, and Lith wanted to remain in the 
academy long enough to assimilate everything it had to offer about forgemastering, 
and maybe even healing. Not to mention he still needed powerful backers. 

When he finished, there was no applause or congratulations, but the convened 
mages huddled up, starting to discuss wildly. Their 'whispers' were loud enough that 
even with his old earing Lith would still be able to listen to them. 

"Outstanding performance." The Marchioness had left the group as soon as the 
discussion started, she had no place in it. 

"Thanks." Lith pretended being tired and short of breath. 

"Do you think I'm in?" 

"Most definitely, unless heaven and earth turn upside down." 
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CHAPTERS! 

BARGAINS AND PROMISES 


"Nice trick, by the way. Silverwing's Hexagram is an uncommon skill for an 
admission exam, but generally those who are capable of performing it are fighting 
oriented mages, that don't apply to either White or Black Griffon. 

1 must admit to have underestimated you. 1 would have never expected a country 
bumpkin to have such deep knowledge, and to be able to exploit it to turn a good 
performance into an excellent one. They have not seen one of these in decades." 

"F*ck me sideways!" Lith's smug and thoughts were polar opposites. 

"Either Nana didn't know about this, or she set me up. Let's hope my score isn't too 
high. 1 don't want some 'school princess/prince' bother me because of it." 

In a matter of minutes everything was settled, new dimension doors opened and the 
mages disappeared without saying a word. 

Back into the Headmaster's office, Linjos gave them the result. 

"Congratulations, young..." He remembered that Lith had no family name. 

"...mage. Your admission at White Griffon has been approved unanimously with a 
score of 93/lOO. Your actual score was 88, but since it has been years since an 
applicant was capable of performing the Hexagram, we awarded you 5 extra points." 

"88/100?!" Lith thought. "Either 1 limited myself too much, or someone is really 
cranky today. The Hexagram proved to be a wild card, but luckily my score is still 
within the expected range." 

Linjos continued his speech, unaware of Lith's worries. 

"1 look forward to see you back here in a couple of months, to start your 
specialization years. Here, this is some material you can study and revise to take 
your choice." 
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The Headmaster gave Lith seven small books, the first six were about elemental 
specializations, while the seventh one was about item creation. Lith took them all 
avidly. 

"Those are highly confidential. You are not supposed to show them or discuss about 
their content with anyone outside the White Griffon." 

Linjos tone was dead serious, Lith gave his most heartfelt assurances. 

"Perfect. Any question before 1 call in the wardrobe for your uniform?" 

"Yes, one. What is the academy position about bullying? As you know, 1 come from a 
backwater village, my father is a farmer, and 1 don't even have a last name. In my 
experience, even the best of us tend to look down upon me, if not worse." 

He threw a meaningful look at the Marchioness, who pretended not to notice. 

Headmaster Linjos puffed his chest with pride, straightening up his back even more. 

"Glad that you asked. Before my time, commoner's and merchant's children had 
quite a rough experience. But 1 have established a zero-tolerance policy for bullying 
and violence in my academy. 1 hope to set up an example for everyone. 

The Queen picked me up for this position because even as a student, 1 fought hard to 
defend the rights of the less fortunate. No matter their origin, powerful mages are 
too precious assets for the Kingdom, to allow some spoiled brats to ruin years of 
hard work. 

You have no idea how many academies' alumni have defected our Kingdom to get 
their revenge. The Court is giving this matter the utmost importance, that's why 1 
expect many heads to fall in the next years." 

Just thinking of how many brilliant mages, even geniuses, had their lives destroyed 
by abuses of power, made Linjos heart bleed. Once they grew in power, they had left 
their home country with no hesitation, turning into a thorn in the side of the King. 

Their rage was unbridled, the only way to make them come back would be to wipe 
out entire ancient noble families, but that was something outside even the King's 
reach. It would start a civil war, he had to choose the lesser evil. 
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But that didn't mean he would let that evil to keep eroding the Kingdom's backbone. 


"Yes, that's exactly what I'm afraid of." Lith didn't feel even a bit reassured by his 
words. 

"As a hunter, 1 learned that a cornered beast is the most dangerous one. What if, 
hypothetically, 1 would be harassed by one or more influential people?" 

"1 would stand by your side, and give them the proper punishment!" 

The answer was too quick. 

"Man, this guy is green. Either he comes from a fairy tale, or has not been in the real 
world long enough for it to bite his a*s." Lith thought. 

"Tm sure of your sincerity, but please, think about it. Prince whatever harasses a 
country bumpkin and gets reported. It's just the victim word against someone who 
has at his back political and magical influence. What could you do?" 

"1 would order for an exhaustive investigation, listening to all the witnesses." 

"And what if the witnesses get intimidated? Or if there is no witness at all? Are you 
telling me you could still do something?" 

Linjos long face seemed to become even longer. 

"No, 1 could not. Prince whatever would at worst get a reprimand, and 1 could only 
ask the staff to keep an eye on the bumpkin." 

"Isn't there anything at all you can do to prevent this?" Lith was seriously rethinking 
everything. Getting admitted with a high score and having just Count Lark as an 
official backer, would make his permanence a nightmare straight from day one. 

"With all the magical marvels you got, isn't there some kind of alarm? A panic 
whistle? A 'gods please, someone, anyone save me' device?" 

"Actually, there is." Linjos words made Lith sigh with relief. 

From one of the desk's drawers, Linjos took out a big wooden box twice as big, full to 
the brim of black pearl-lookalike spheres the size of a baseball. 
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"Lucky bastard! Even his drawers are pocket dimensions. I want to learn 
forgemastering so bad." 

"These spheres are actually magical items, called Guilty Ballots." The name was self- 
explanatory. Even in that world, justice was represented holding a scale. 

The jurors would cast their vote by setting black spheres on one of the plates for a 
guilty verdict, white on the other for an innocent one. 

"Once you imprint one as yours, just like for a communication amulet, the Guilty 
Ballot will record every word and action happening around you as soon as you send 
some mana into it. 

A second mana pulse would trigger a call for help, alerting the academy staff that 
something is wrong. It would also work as a beacon for Warp Steps, allowing us to 
intervene immediately." 

"Warp Steps, uh?" Lith thought. "I'm a man of tradition, dimensional door sounds 
much better, but when in Rome, do as the romans do." 

"Thank you very much! That's exactly what 1 hoped for." Lith grabbed one without a 
second thought. 

"Wait, there is a reason why 1 didn't offer it to you immediately." 

Lith wasn't much interested, but he had to keep appearances. 

"Is there any side effect?" 

"No, the Ballot itself works perfectly, it has been made by the best Forgemasters, 
after all. The problem is that its use is socially frowned upon, by both students and 
teachers. 1 must warn you that it's much more famous as the 'coward's end'." 

Lith hid his mouth with a hand, pretending to be in deep thought, while he was 
actually grinning in disgust. 

"Yeah, right. 1 had enough of this bullsh*t back on Earth. 'You need to learn how to 
stand up for yourself, they said. 'A little bullying helps you build your character and 
prepare you to face real life' and all that cr*ap. 
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Then, all those assholes of teachers would be the first to cry when one of the victims 
committed suicide, or even better if they took up a gun to settle their scores." 

Seeing that Lith wasn't replying, Linjos continued. 

"Very few students have picked a Ballot, and even those who did, usually returned it 
after some weeks. Isolation and ostracism are another form of violence 1 can do 
nothing about. 

And for someone away from home for the first time, a bad friend is better than none 
at all. It could prevent you from socializing, keeping everyone away from you, even 
those who could actually become your true friends. 

Please, have faith in me, 1 will stand by your side, no matter what. All the teachers 1 
handpicked share my vision and will do all they can to help you." 

Lith wanted to sarcastically laugh in the face of his groundless optimism and wishful 
thinking. 

"Thank you very much for your concern, but as 1 can see it, it would be a thorny path 
with or without it. Besides, 1 decided to join your academy to quench my thirst for 
knowledge, not to make friends. 

Without the Ballot, 1 would be in the hands of fate. With it, instead, if you are right, 1 
will never need it, nor ever be forced to reveal 1 do possess one. If 1 am right, we both 
will have our backs covered, and you will have what you need to pursue your ideals. 

It's a win-win situation." 

Lith tried to be polite and accommodating, but in his mind, he could see several flaws 
in Linjos' pep talk. 

"He admitted not being able to purge all the bad apples, this means that 1 need to be 
wary of both students and teachers. Not to mention that we barely knew each other. 
How can he possibly be so naive to expect me to take his word at face value? 

For all 1 know, he could as well be a strawman with no actual power, that a rotten 
system has put into this place just for marketing. Only time will tell me if this guy is 
just a frigging paintjob on a rust bucker or the real deal." 
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Linjos sighed, but insisted no more. It hurt his pride and spirit seeing such a young 
man being so cynical. When he had started as a Headmaster, he had always pictured 
himself as a charismatic figure, capable of instilling trust in his pupils. 

But being a mage, he was more pragmatic than idealistic, and recognized the truth 
behind Lith's words. 

"After Linnea destroyed his future, it's natural for him to be biased. I'll show to both 
him and the Queen that my methods work. The Ballot is a sad relic of the past, born 
because of the incompetence of my predecessors. 

Nobles and commoners can and will go along!" Linjos thought. 

After concluding that matter, Linjos summoned in his office a wardrobe clerk, that 
delivered a uniform way too big for Lith's size. It consisted of a white shirt, blazer, 
pants, a robe and black shoes. The embroideries instead were of a pitch-black colour. 

"At the moment, the uniform is at its biggest available size. Our Forgemasters 
enchant them so that they are able to perfectly fit the wearer. As you grow over time, 
it will expand, so you will not have to change it. 

The uniform has many other properties. They are all described in a note inside the 
chest pocket, with one exception." 

Linjos took out his shirt's cuffs and an unused Ballot, bringing them close. The black 
sphere suddenly disappeared. 

"You do not possess yet any dimensional object, and you cannot walk with a Ballot in 
your hand the whole time. So, our uniforms' cuffs possess a hidden function, a very 
small dimensional storage that only applies to Ballots. 

As far as I know, aside from us and the Forgemasters, no one is aware of its 
existence." 

Lith nodded, sending mana to the Guilty Ballot in his hand. The magical item 
absorbed greedily the energy, imprinting Lith's mana as its master. In many ways it 
was similar to Solus, yet the differences were like heaven and earth. 

The Ballot needed Lith's mana to function, not to live, and it was incapable of 
absorbing it on its own. Through his mana flow, Lith was capable of making it 
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start/stop recording, projecting the recorded images and sounds. 


"This thing is dead as a doornail. Is just like some kind of CCTV and I'm the power 
plant. The uniform, thought, has some pretty sweet properties." Lith thought while 
skimming the instructions. 

Before leaving the Headmaster office, Lith received even more booklets that 
described the academy's history, its forest, how the student point system worked, 
and so on. There was enough to fill a small library. 

Thankfully, the Marchioness offered to carry them for him in one of her dimensional 
pockets. 

"Dammit, if it wasn't for Soluspedia, it would take me months to read and memorize 
all this stuff. Between knowing the White Griffon rules and regulations inside out 
and the Guilty Ballot, I should have what I need to survive the next two years. 
Maybe." 
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CHAPTER 52 

A BAD START IS THE OTHER HALF 


Author's note: from this chapter onward I will put a - before an inner monologue/ 
telephatic dialogue. 


There was still some time before the start of the academic year. Lith spent most of it 
reading the Headmaster's books and planning his future. According to the school 
records, most students would only achieve a single specialization. 

Good and great mages would achieve two, while attaining three or more was the sign 
of a true polymath genius. It wasn't enough attending the courses to be considered a 
specialist, one should also possess considerable talent in the field. 

And like most things in life, genius couldn't be evaluated with just numbers. Krishna 
Manohar, the resident god of healing, had only two specializations, simply because 
he had no interest in other topics. 

His second one was as Battle Mage, and even in his biography it was mentioned only 
once, for the sake of completeness. 

Yet Nana having only one specialization felt wrong on so many levels, that Lith 
decided to take a pause from his studies to ask her why. 

Those days, the White Griffon uniform was the only dress he would wear, not for 
swag, as much for practicality. It was capable of self-cleaning, getting rid of any dirt 
or sweat, and to offer some degree of protection from both physical and magical 
attacks. 

It allowed him to be more relaxed during his day life and when hunting. It was like 
wearing a full armour, but light as silk. It could withstand a bear's claw strike 
without ripping, but Lith would still feel the blunt impact. 

He had made many experiments, to test its reliability and limits. Oddly enough, the 
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protection was extended to his head and hands too, despite being uncovered. The 
robe, though, was still stored in Solus' pocket dimension. 

Wearing it would strengthen the protective effect, but it was too long and unpractical 
to use. It would get caught in trees, bushes, everything. 

Not to mention that being stealthy while wearing an oversized bathrobe was nigh 
impossible. 

-"1 said this back on Earth and I'll repeat it now. Mages' fashion sense sucks. Capes 
and robes are idiotic to wear, they make you so easy to grab and slam around like a 
carpet."- 

Lith could have flown, yet he preferred walking. Those were his last moments of true 
freedom, and he wanted to enjoy them to the fullest. 

At Nana's home office, everyone showered him with praises and congratulations, 
giving the healer the time to speak with her former apprentice. 

"Sorry to disappoint you, young sprite..." Ever since Lith had saved Count Lark's 
family years ago, she had promoted him from little imp to sprite. 

"...but 1 only have one specialization." She winked blatantly, despite they were alone 
in her private quarters. 

"Here is an unrequested advice. Life is unpredictable, and many things you'll need to 
survive are not written in any book." She winked again. 

"You need to learn them by experience." 

"1 understand, sorry to have wasted your time." Lith winked back. 

"Do not apologize, dear. It's always a pleasure seeing you. And don't even think about 
leaving without saying a proper goodbye, or when I'll die. I'll haunt you as a ghost!" 

"Please, if it's true that weeds never die out, then you'll probably outlive us all!" 

Lith bought some fresh pastries and white bread, before returning home. 

-"1 can't decide if the idea of hidden specializations is more interesting or disturbing. 
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I wonder if Nana's second talent is the real reason for her downfall. Maybe she was a 
magical assassin that either failed an important mission or was framed. 

Either way, to avoid repeating her mistakes, 1 must stick to the plan, get my 
specializations and as many backers as 1 can. And to get them, being a healer is the 
best bait. 

The Marchioness proved to me that no matter how rich and powerful, they are still 
scared shitless of death. Also being a great healer brings you more clients than envy. 
If they see you as an asset, those in power don't feel threatened by your existence."- 

Lith's last months went by peacefully. Count Lark held a small private goodbye party, 
attended by Lith's and Lark's family, Nana and Selia. Hilya, the first cook, still 
believed in #TeamRaaz, so she went all out for the occasion. 

She even called him "Young Master" a couple of times, embarrassing both Lith and 
the Count. They didn't know if to laugh or cry, rumors indeed die hard. 

The only sour note was the presence of Senton, Rena's soon-to-be husband. Lith had 
still a hard time letting his sister go, so when he shook the man's hand, he reminded 
him two truths. 

"Remember, when you marry a woman, you marry her whole family." Lith said out 
loud, triggering laughter and joy in the participants. 

"And 1 know where you live." He threatened him, whispering in Senton's ear when 
they were embracing. 

The Marchioness had been invited too, albeit only out of politeness, but she could 
not intervene, and for a good reason. Her family had been attacked once more, and 
she had her hands full trying to identify the instigator. 

His first day of school, Lith left home before the sunrise. All his belongings were 
sadly able to fit in a chest smaller than an armchair, that his father Raaz had 
handmade for the occasion. 

Despite the happy circumstances, his parents cried like he was about to go to war. 

"Oh, Lith, promise to write me every day." Sobbed Elina, his mother while hugging 
him strong enough to squeeze the air out of his lungs. 
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"Mom, we have the communication amulet, remember? Do you really want to wait 
for the mail to be delivered?" 

"Of course not, you silly. Call us as soon as you have a minute to spare." She said 
throwing him into his father's arms. 

"Remember, little one, no matter how far you will be, you'll always have a family and 
a house here." Raaz's cheeks were streaked with tears, his voice broken. 

"Far? Dad, between flight and Warp Steps I'm barely an hour away from home. I'll be 
back at the end of the first trimester, in time for the Spring Festival." 

Lith was moved and confused by their feelings. Back on Earth, when he and Carl had 
left their home, their mother send away gift had been changing the door locks. 

His sisters' goodbyes were much more joyous. They were both moving on with their 
lives, and were happy that their little brother too was able to pursue his dreams. 

Trion was nowhere to be seen. Their relationship had never mended, and the more 
power and authority Lith gained, the more Trion felt a stranger to his own family. 

He had left home as soon as he turned sixteen, announcing his decision to perform 
voluntary military service and marry outside the family, leaving Tista to inherit the 
farm and the house. 

Lith left home, making the chest fly alongside him. Only when he was far enough, he 
stored it inside the pocket dimension and went pedal to the metal. 

He took it out before approaching the nearest Mage Association branch, keeping it 
floating while he walked through the Warp Step to the academy. An attendant 
accompanied him to his personal room, in the fourth-year wing of the castle. 

To avoid hazing, each year had a separate wing for its classes, living quarters, even 
the canteen. Students from different years had no common spaces. 

After imprinting the room with his mana, becoming its master, Lith left his chest and 
dismissed the attendant. He had the map of the castle copied and stored in 
Soluspedia, hence needing no help to reach his classroom. 

Regardless of the chosen specializations, the students of the fourth year had some 
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classes that everyone had to attend. Theory of Combat Magic was one of those 
mandatory courses. [*} 

Lith was one of the first to arrive, the classroom was almost empty, except for a few 
students that had already occupied the desks in the last row. 

The classroom resembled a lecture classroom from a college, with a pitched floor 
and the desks arranged in a semi-circular shape. At a first glance, it seemed to have a 
capacity of at least two hundred students. 

In any other circumstances, Lith would have admired the perfect lighting of the 
room, the magnificence of the marble floor, the refined craftmanship of the desks. 
Each one was made with the best materials available, drawing a merciless 
comparison with his old college. 

At that moment, however, his eyes were only noticing how all those present had 
sighed in relief seeing him. Judging from their positioning and nervousness, they 
were clearly trying to lie low and go unnoticed. 

Lith had walked enough in their shoes to know what it meant, and how futile their 
effort was. 

-"Poor guys, you still haven't learned that you can't avoid trouble when it's the 
trouble looking for you, uh? Just like in middle school, the preys come early to avoid 
contact, while the predators take their sweet time."- 

He chose a seat in the middle row, not too close, but not too far. He would still be able 
to see clearly the professor and read from what appeared to be a chalkboard. 

-"Sigh, 1 would love to sit in the first row, but 1 bet that's the cool kids' gathering spot. 
It's better to avoid useless arguments and stay in the safe zone. If someone comes to 
bother me, it would be on purpose."- 

Lith took out his notebook and inkwell, to prepare for the lesson, hoping things to go 
smoothly. 

According to Nana, the real class hierarchy would be established from day one. Both 
he and Solus remained alert the whole time, while the classroom was getting filled 
with people. 


traitorAIZEN 392 I 698 



Some sneered looking at him, others shook their head with a sad expression, 
deeming him too dumb or naive to know his place. 

-"It's very interesting." Solus said. "The worst mana core 1 detected is bright green, 
all the rest are different shades of cyan or deep blue. It's not a surprise that so many 
of Lark's proteges failed at the admission." 

"Yeah, peachy. Not only 1 am not the top dog mana core-wise, 1 cannot use any magic 
outside the fake one. Eyes on the prize. Solus, this is Sparta. Based on the glances 1 
received, the situation may be worse than 1 expected."- 

When only fifteen minutes remained before the scheduled start of the lesson, three 
girls waddled in like they owned the place. Lith threw a quick glance in the back 
rows, and judging from the cowering behind the desks, the queen was in the house. 

After shaking his robe's right sleeve, he braced for impact. 

They were chatting among themselves, looking around the class like hungry wolves 
in a butcher shop. He could hear the one on point, a red-haired girl, say: 

"Let's give the new guys a proper welcome." 

They walked up the stair, until they were in front of Lith's desk. 

"Hey, shorty, what are you doing so close to my desk? Your filthy peasant smell 
makes me nauseous. Scram to the last row together with the rest of the garbage!" 

Said the red-haired girl, that was barely five centimetres [2 inches} taller than him, 
while her two companions giggled and sneered eerily. 

-"What the f*ck?!" Lith thought. "This seems out of Aesop's 'The wolf and the lamb' 
fable. 1 bet that even if 1 was already sitting in the last row, she would harass me for 
not respecting my seniors or something. 

She is looking for a fight, no matter what 1 do. Solus, let's go with the worst-case 
scenario contingency plan."- 

"1 am sorry?" Lith replied with his most innocent tone. "According to the White 
Griffon rules, 1 have the right to sit whenever 1 want. You have no authority to order 
me around. Please, leave me alone and we can all forget about this incident." 
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Lith was really disappointed inwardly. A least on Earth bad girls were hot stuff, these 
three, instead, were barely cute, with average curves and the charisma of a rotting 
opossum. 

"You insolent fool!" She snarled at him. "Don't you know who 1 am? 1..." 

At that point, Lith activated his Hush spell on both his ears, preventing himself to 
hear the load of bullsh*t the girl was spewing. 

He knew his temper enough to know that otherwise he would have probably lost his 
cool, especially if she mentioned his family. Falling for their provocations would 
mean giving them and others an excuse to harass him. 

-"Hey, Solus, 1 can't read lips, but 1 guess she is making herself appear high and 
mighty, flaunting her family status. All while belittling me and my physical 
appearance. How close did 1 get?" 

"Very close. By my maker, this girl really has a way with words. If 1 had a body, 1 
would kick her a*s already. The things she is saying about you! She is just the worst! 
Not to mention those two harpies, ganging up with her at the right time." 

"Please, do not give me any details. 1 am already outraged, don't add any more fuel to 
the fire. It's time to put the Headmaster's word to the test. 1 won't stand for this sh*t 
one more..." 

Before he could complete the thought. Solus interrupted both him and the spells. 
"That's your cue!"- Lith barely made in time to listen to the: 

"Are you listening to me?" 

"For the gods' sake no, sweetheart. Your voice is so squeaky that it would make me 
rip my ears off, if 1 had to actually listen to all your whining and ranting." 

The three girls were silenced out of shock. 

"Sweetheart?" Someone in the classroom echoed. 

"It's just a figure of speech, of course." Lith replied as it had been the leader of the 
pack speaking. 
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"You're not blind. I'm pretty sure that, despite your over inflated ego, you know deep 
inside your rotten heart that you are almost as ugly on the outside as you are on the 
inside. 

We have nobles even in my backwater village, but you win the prize for the one with 
the longest stick up her a*s and biggest sh*t in her nose hands down, that much I 
have to give it to you." 

Lith had only one way out of that situation, the least he could do was let off his chest 
all the pent-up rage. 

"How... How dare you?!" The girl face had turned purple, her eyes were popping out 
of rage and brimming with mana. 

"Look, kid, the lesson is about to begin and I'm already bored. Maybe you are used to 
scare people with your ugly mug and annoying voice, but I faced much worse in my 
life. Now scram, before I report you for harassment. 

This isn't your home, this is one of the six great academies, it has rules!" 

Since they meant to harm him anyway, he would give them all the rope they wanted, 
hoping they would end up hanging themselves with it. 

The girl laughed heartily. 

"Rules? I don't give a damn about the rules, I could kill you right here and now and 
get away with it in less than an hour. Do you think any of these cowards would dare 
to say a word? 

That anyone from a noble or magician family would waste even one breath for a 
filthy peasant? The likes of you shouldn't even be here, your kind does nothing but 
taint this place and ruin magic's good name." 

Lith stood up indignant, ready for the grand finale. 

"How dare you? I spoke with the Headmaster when I enrolled, he said..." 

The girl on his left cut him short. 

"Who? That loser? My father says he is so young that he probably still wets himself at 
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night." 


"He is just a strawman, like all the Headmasters." Added the one on his right. "He is 
just a puppet in the hands of the great families. You are all alone in here, country 
sh*t." 

The leader of the pack had regained confidence, her arms were crossed in front of 
her chest, a smug grin going from ear to ear. 

"Now get your filthy a*s out of that chair, kneel to me and lick my shoes clean. If you 
do it, 1 promise not to beat you too hard." 

Their fists were now set ablaze, their mouths and hands moving in unison, each one 
casting a different spell. 

Lith just took his right hand out the robe's long sleeve, revealing a small black 
sphere. Magic was gently coursing and pulsing within it. 

He put it front other horrified face, the smiles and spells had disappeared, the whole 
class fell silent. 

"Once more, with feeling" 
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CHAPTER 53 
AFTERMATH 


"A Coward's End?!" The classroom exploded with exclamations of shock and outrage. 
Everyone knew what it was, but no one had actually used it in years, to the point it 
was considered just a myth. 

"How despicable!" The leader of the pack was desperately trying to search for a way 
out, this was the first time she had her back against a wall. 

"You made me say those things, 1 just fell into your trap, it's all your fault!" 

Lith laughed his a*s off. 

"Seriously? That's your excuse? 'He made me do it'? You did it all by yourself, and 
everything that happened since 1 walked into the classroom has been recorded. 1 
doubt anyone would find an image of me begging to get my a*s kicked." 

She had realized the idiocy other plan the moment she said it out loud, so she 
decided for a subtler approach. 

"Look, 1 get it. We started with the wrong foot, but we can still fix everything." 

"But of course! 1 can report everything to the Headmaster or use the Ballot for 
summoning help, either way you'll permanently be out of my hair forever." 

The girl turned as pale as a ghost, but refused to back down. 

"Don't you have any shame? Incapable of doing anything on your own, hiding behind 
a crutch made for cripples and weaklings? It's no surprise that you commoners can't 
get any respect in here, you do not deserve it!" 

Lith laughed even harder. 

"Playing the pride card? Maybe if 1 was a five-year-old, it could even work. But you 
know what? It's rich hearing a speech about shame and incapacity from you. The pot 
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calling the kettle black. 


You are three years older than me, and together with your friends gang up against 
one. To make things worse, the only reason you did it was to torment someone you 
consider an inferior being, just because you think that you are untouchable. 

You can call me a coward for using a Ballot, but then what's your excuse? You are 
nothing but three pathetic little girls, used to hide behind their parents, that cower in 
fear when they have to face the consequences of their foolish actions. 

It's not being brave or strong when the only reason you are so cocky is because of 
your family name. That's cheating. If you really think what you are doing is right, you 
should attack me. Ballot or not Ballot, uncaring of the consequences. 

After all, the Headmaster is just a puppet, your words. If the White Griffon is really in 
your hands, what do you have to fear? But if you do not make a move, is because you 
know that you are wrong and that you are just a hypocrite!" 

She wanted to kill that little bastard, shove all his words down his throat, but she 
could not, and neither could her friends. They were already at risk of being expelled, 
the only option remaining was damage control. 

The Headmaster had issued a zero-tolerance policy against bullying, and everyone in 
the Court knew that there was the hand of the Queen pulling his strings. 

Her father, Duke Hestia, had been crystal clear with her. 

"Do whatever you want. I'll cover for you as long as you don't get caught red handed. 

1 don't give a sh*t about commoners' or small nobles' lives, but 1 worked too hard to 
lose everything for such a petty reason. 

If you are so incompetent to leave proofs, our family will be put under scrutiny, our 
assets frozen during all the investigation. I'd rather throw you to the wolves, than 
putting the family name at risk. 1 can always have another daughter, after all. 

It's only my Dukedom that's irreplaceable." 

Too many mages had defected the Griffon Kingdom after graduating from the 
academies, trading all the secrets they had learned in exchange for the promise of 
revenge and riches. 
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The system had proven to be corrupt decades ago, but now it was crumbling under 
its own weight, snowballing out of control faster and faster. 


Despite the noble families and magicians' bloodlines had always opposed to the 
changes, after losing two Magus level mages due to the unfair treatment they had 
received, both the Queen and the Mage Association were out for blood. 

During the past year, Duke Moniar's son had been proven guilty of causing a brilliant 
young mage to move to the Gorgon Empire, where he revealed to possess an 
outstanding talent. 

The Duke had defended his son's action until the verdict and ended up serving the 
same sentence. The Queen had stripped him of his title and all of his possessions, 
passing them to the next of kin. 

He took his life the day after, incapable of accepting the loss. 

The standstill between Lith and the girls lasted until Professor Trasque entered into 
the room. Lith walked up to him, the Ballot still in hand. 

- "Please, don't be a jerk. My day has barely started but there still plenty of time for 
going from the frying pan to the fire. Please, don't be a jerk!" He wished as strong as 
he could. - 

When Lith regained his cool, he noticed that Professor Trasque was fairly young. He 
was pretty handsome, around thirty years old, one meter and eighty-two 
centimetres [6'} high and with the build of an athlete. 

His dark brown hair had a military cut, yet he had a stubble, no robe and the sleeves 
of his shirt were rolled up to the elbows, revealing his muscular arms. 

- "Seems more an adventurer than an academic. Either way, judging from his age, he 
should be one of the professors the Headmaster handpicked. 1 need some frigging 
luck!" He thought. - 

Lith bowed deeply to him before speaking. 

"Professor Trasque, please 1 need to report to the Headmaster. My name is Lith from 
Lustria and..." 
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An odd light shone in Trasque's eyes at those words. 


"The sassy kid! I knew I recognized your face from somewhere. Man, did you really 
manage to get into trouble even before the first period? This academy is way sh*ttier 
than 1 thought. Who's the jacka*s this time?" 

Still dazed from the professor's mettle, Lith managed to point at the three girls. 

"Hmm. 1 have no idea who they are. It's my first year too, you know. But I'm sure that 
with the coward's... 1 mean the Ballot, we'll solve everything in a jiffy. Go get them, 
tiger. I'll wait for your return before starting the lesson." 

After almost drowning Lith with his words, the chatterbox stamped his left foot, 
opening a Warp Steps straight to the Headmaster's office. As soon as Lith crossed the 
threshold, it closed behind him. 

Lith greeted him with a small bow, too depressed to keep up with etiquette, handing 
him the Guilt Ballot without saying a word. 

"Already?" Linjos was even more shocked than Lith. 

"Yes. 1 don't know the range of this thing, but they called it 'a proper welcome'. So 
much for a safe environment." 

Linjos took the Ballot, placing it on a small tripod. It projected a 3D hologram of the 
recording, starting from the moment Lith had taken it out from the cuffs. 

Contrary to Lith's expectations, even that phrase was perfectly audible by adjusting 
the audio settings. 

When it ended, Linjos was hiding his face between his hands, full of shame and 
embarrassment. 

"Tm so sorry, 1 had no idea the situation is so dire. A Headmaster that has no 
knowledge or control of his own academy, 1 must look like a fool in your eyes." 

- "That's quite an understatement." Lith thought, but since his entire academic career 
rested on Linjos' shoulders, he decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. - 

"Headmaster, 1 don't mean to be rude, really, but that was the daughter of a Duke. 


traitorAIZEN 400 I 698 



Right now, what really concerns me is what will happen to her, to me, and more 
importantly, what can you do to guarantee my family's safety." 

Lith was seriously worried about the consequences of that clash, but he couldn't 
back down again and again out of fear. Even forgemastering wasn't worth having his 
self-esteem and body broken every time some rich kid wanted to have fun at his 
expenses. 

Linjos didn't fail to notice how depressed and downcast Lith was, and that hurt even 
more than just his pride. He had failed another of his precious students. 

"Don't worry about it. The three of them will be punished according to the rules. As 1 
said to you the day we met, 1 don't do favouritism. You are the victim, nothing will 
happen to you. 

And your family is safe, as a student, every single one of them is under the protection 
of the Mage Association, not even a Duke would dare to defy their will." 

"Yeah, right." Lith scoffed. "Like 1 should have been safe here, nobles shouldn't abuse 
their status, and so on. Again, 1 mean no disrespect. Headmaster, but reality doesn't 
give a damn about 'should' and 'could'. 

People do things simply because they can, especially when they know they will go 
unpunished. What do you think would have happened if 1 didn't have the Ballot? You 
would probably be scraping my remains off the floor with a spoon. 

Officially, my only backer is Count Lark, and to make things worse, a Duke is a title 
even higher than a Marchioness. 1 don't think Duke Hestia would be much impressed 
by a piece of paper that says 'Please don't. Be a good man'." 

At those words, Linjos had a dazed expression, then he shook his head and took a 
deep breath. 

"I'm sorry, Lith, 1 forgot you know nothing about these matters. After all you are 
just..." 

- "Is he really going to add insult to the injury?" Lith thought. - 

Yet Linjos stopped in time, managing to correct himself by the skin of his teeth. 
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“...unfamiliar of how seriously this kind of things is considered. You see, every 
magician, but especially the students that have yet to reveal their true potential, are 
all considered as properties of the Crown. 

That's why all the academies' uniforms are so flashy to the point of being almost 
tacky. It's a warning, just like for poisonous animals. Harming one of you, or using 
your families as a bargaining chip, is considered an act of treason against the 
Kingdom. 

Treason is the worst crime anyone could commit, is the equivalent of harming the 
King himself, and is punished by torturing and killing not only the responsible, but 
also his bloodline until the third generation, with no exceptions. 

It's an open secret in the Court, that once one gets admitted to an academy, a full 
team of royal spies watch his/her loved ones 24/7. That serves the purpose of 
protecting them from internal and external enemies. 

Without such precautions, envoys of the Gorgon Empire or any other powerful 
influence could coerce our students in betraying their country. No one would be so 
stupid to leave a gold mine unprotected. 

As much as it saddens me to say it, in all the academies' history, the successful 
attempts can be counted on one hand. The real problem is what happens within the 
academy walls." 

- "Records can be forged, and spies can get bribed." Lith thought. - 

"Are you sure is not better for me to drop off the academy and take private lessons? 
Power and prestige are meaningless to me if 1 have to one to return to..." 

"Over my dead body!" The Headmaster jumped up from his chair, it was the first time 
for Lith seeing him angry. 

"1 didn't tell you earlier to not put pressure on you, but our labs have finished 
analysing the poison you extracted. When they knew that you also applied for a 
Master healer specialization, well, let's just say that the Light department has the 
butterflies in the stomach at the idea of having you among their ranks. 

You have already been marked as an A rank student. As such, your family's security 
detail is composed only by members of the Queen personal units. Would you like me 
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to tighten the security even more?" 


"Yes, please." The Headmaster left the room to give the proper instructions, and Lith 
used that opportunity to contact the Marchioness, explaining her the situation and 
asking for help. 

"Duke Hestia, 1 know him well." She said. "He's a venomous snake, but he is very 
greedy. He would rather exterminate his whole family rather than losing an inch of 
authority or prestige. If Linjos said he will take care of it, you can believe him. 

1 made a full background check on him, he is really the good guy he seems." 

"Do you still have your extraordinary authority?" Lith asked. 

"Yes, why?" 

"If it was your family, what would you do?" 

"Everything 1 can, 1 get it. I'll make sure the Association does his job properly, and 
put some extra guards in Lutia. If anything happens. I'll make you know." 

After thanking her profusely, Lith interrupted the communication. 

- "A rank, uh? So far so good." Lith thought, but he felt no joy for his achievement. 

"1 put myself in this golden cage, it's time to put its bars to the test. 1 don't give a sh*t 
about Dukes, Queens, and politics. If anything befalls my family, 1 will put everything 
1 have to wipe out the Griffon Kingdom off the maps!" - 
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CHAPTER 54 
ALONE IN THE CROWD 


Lith returned to the classroom with another Warp Steps, so the first period ended to 
be delayed by only twenty minutes. 

Professor Trasque winked at him with a kind smile, sending him back to his desk 
before starting the lesson. 

The three girls had been forced to stand up alongside the chalkboard the whole time. 

"There's no reason for you to get comfortable, since you are going to leave us soon." 
Trasque had a cold smile the whole time, he seemed to be taking great joy from their 
misfortune. 

As soon as Lith returned, the three girls were called in the Headmaster's office. Only 
then the Warp Steps closed and the lesson began. 

"First of all, let me introduce myself. My name is Jian Trasque, and 1 was born a 
commoner." He took a long pause, letting those word echo through the class, taking a 
mental note of whoever made a disgusted or disapproving face, for future reference. 

"Back in my days, 1 got rejected by the Fire Griffon academy. 1 was forced to join the 
Association as a home-schooled, and then worked my way up as an adventurer, until 
1 managed to get my specializations. 

My talent has been acknowledged to the point that 1 was offered a position as a 
Professor in this academy, and the Fire Griffon Headmaster got fired for being an 
incompetent old fool. If any of you shares his vision, feel free to join him." 

Trasque pointed at the door. 

"No one? Well, then let's start with the good stuff. Theory of Combat Magic, you'll be 
asking yourselves: what the heck does it even mean? You all are proficient in the first 
three tiers of magic, what 1 could possibly teach you? 
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The answer is: how to keep you alive by revealing the true value of the so neglected 
chore magic. 1 know, the name is horrible, but since the dawn of academies has 
helped examiners to separate the wheat from the chaff. 

Have you ever asked yourselves why it was the first thing they required you to 
perform? Because here, inside one of the great academies, from now on you'll learn 
how to love and respect it with its true name: the first magic. 

First magic is the reason why a mage can live long enough to have children. Sure, is 
weak, but do you really believe you'd have the time for even a tier one spell if 
someone tries to stab you? The answer is: no, you wouldn't. 

Without first magic you would die, wasting all the time, effort and money that your 
parents and the academy have invested in your formation." 

The lesson proceeded with Trasque making examples of different life and death 
situations and how to survive by using simple tricks of first magic. 

Most of the class was furiously taking notes, only Lith and a few others of the over 
two hundred attendees would look around, surprised by the ignorance of their 
peers. 

- "Can you believe, it. Solus? Those noobs are taking notes with a frigging pen! Now 1 
understand why this course is mandatory for all. 1 doubt many others have spent the 
last eight years hunting and refining their skills." 

"First magic." Solus pondered. "For a second 1 expected him to call it true magic. Most 
of the tricks he is explaining, you invented them back in the crib. If all his lessons are 
like this one, it will be quite boring."- 

After two hours, the lesson came to an end. 

"And that's it for the explanations. This part is covered, albeit less charmingly, in the 
first twenty pages of your book. For the next lesson, 1 expect you to know them 
inside out, together with pages from twenty to fifty. 

The best way to learn the theory behind a fight, is experiencing it first-hand, so we 
won't meet again in a classroom, but only in training rooms. From the fourth year 
onwards, you are required to get your hands dirty. 
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You will study in your free time, if you need to. The same stands for all classes, the 
first lesson is explanatory, then comes only practice. Those who don't keep up will 
fail and be expelled. Remember that there are no second chances, always give your 
best." 

All the students had worried expressions, one thing was reading and memorizing 
from a book, having an exam every three months. Another was being constantly 
tested, day after day, pushing you to your limit. 

Since the next lesson was also a mandatory course for all, the class wouldn't change. 
There would just be a short break before the next Professor arrived. Lith took 
immediately out the Ballot, just to stay on safe side. 

As Linjos had predicted, Lith's desk was avoided like the plague, all the students 
threw him looks filled with contempt and disgust, even the commoners from the last 
rows. 

- "Well, at least they all agree on something." He thought. - 

Lith stood up to stretch his legs a little bit, and he noticed that wherever he would 
go, people would make way for him, keeping themselves at least two meters [2.2 
yards} away. 

- "That's actually pretty sweet. 1 wish had a Ballot whenever the metro was too 
crowded or every time 1 got stuck in a line. He travels best who travels alone."- 

Lith checked up his schedule. Professor Nalear was in charge of Principles of 
Advanced Magic. 

"Another cryptic title. It's too bad they have yet to give us our books, or 1 would 
already have stored them inside Soluspedia. 1 don't have the time to read it the old- 
fashioned way. Damn if 1 hate riddles."- 

When Professor Nalear entered the room, Lith's heart skipped a beat. 

She was in her mid-twenties, around 1.7 meters [5'7"} high. Her face had an oval 
shape with delicate features, her honey blonde hair with shades of purple were 
pulled back in a pony-tail. 

She wore almost no make-up, accentuating her natural beauty. Despite her robe 
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being completely buttoned up, it was not baggy enough for Lith's highly trained male 
eyes to be incapable of measuring her three sizes. 

With every stride she took, he was able to appreciate her soft curves more and more. 

- "Wow! She is stunning!" Solus commented. "After the swimsuit model Professor 
Trasque, I'd say that Linjos had quite the taste in picking the new staff, right Lith? 
Lith?!" 

Solus was worried, her host head was empty. She could only hear some kind of white 
noise. 

"Lith, are you alive or what?" She mentally screamed, making him regain his 
rationality. 

"Solus, I'm in trouble. The woman that just walked in is a 10/10 on my personal 
scale. 1 never believed a real 10 could actually exist in real life! And even worse, this 
stupid body has just decided to experience its first crush!" 

Solus was flabbergasted. 

"Are you crazy? Right here and now? With all that is at stake, you want to become the 
teacher's pet?" 

"Do you think 1 have any choice? 1 know that a twelve-year boy has less chances with 
her than a snowball on the Sun, the problem is that my body doesn't give a damn! It 
was only a matter of time before hormones would screw up my teenage life. 

1 need your help to keep my cool and avoid acting like an idiot. It's a lost cause, but at 
least we can do damage control. Please, 1 want to avoid shameful memories like 
those from high school!" 

"I'll do my best." Solus assured him, soothing his chaotic thoughts and draining the 
excess mental energy. - 

"Good morning, boys and girls. My name is Valesa Nalear, nice to meet you all." 

Her voice was nothing special, but to Lith's ears was a choir of harps and violins. 
While looking around, she noticed that some spots in the classroom were packed, yet 
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there were still lots of available seats around Lith. When she asked for an 
explanation, Lith raised the Ballot in his right hand. 

Her upper lip curled up in an expression of disgust. 

"Despicable." Her words sounded like she was trying to spit something disgusting 
out other mouth. 

The whole class erupted with mockery and laughter Strong of the teacher's support, 
many students threw some trash at Lith, despite the Ballot. 

Lith felt his heart sank. All the warmth he had felt until a second ago, the silly hopes 
and dreams of friendship bordering love that he had nurtured, burst like a bubble. 
Only cold and darkness remained inside of him, making even that pain feel good. 

- "That's right." He thought. "Do you see now, stupid pubescent body? That's what 
happens when you lower your guard. Wishful thinking bears only sour fruits made of 
tears and disappointment. 

The silver lining is that 1 managed to put an end to this mad crush fast, sparing me 
countless humiliations. 1 must remember it, and remember it well. Rule #1: trust no 
one. Always expect the worst out of everybody, and you'll never be disappointed."- 

The class was still laughing, when Professor Nalear roared: 

"Silence!" 

When the shower of garbage ceased and order returned to the classroom, she spoke 
with a voice full of rage, her green eyes reduced to two fiery slits. 

"1 wasn't talking about him, but about you filthy maggots!" 

- "Or not!" Lith thought, surprised by that sudden turn of events. - 

She looked at the various groups of people all over the class, glaring at them with 
fury, while a blue aura emerged from her body, making her robe move like she was 
amid a storm. 

Her hands moved too quick for the eyes to see, even Lith's heightened senses could 
only perceive a blur. Suddenly, one of the guys that had thrown trash at Lith was 
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suddenly pulled toward Nalear. 


He was floating in mid-air, desperately holding his neck, gasping for air. 

- "Isn't that spirit magic?!" Lith thought, shocked. "It closely resembles my Spirit 
Choke, 1 can barely spot any difference. Could she be a true mage too?"- 

"You bustards!" She roared. "Do you have any idea what the likes of you pulled me 
through during my academy years? 

Only because 1 was a pretty girl and my father was just a lowly knight, you guys 
always tried to turn me into your plaything, harassing and molesting me every single 
day. But the worst always came from my so called 'girlfriends'." 

Her hands moved again, pulling another of those who had thrown trash, but this 
time it was fifteen years old girl, wearing a heavy make-up. 

"Always calling me a sl*t at my back, spreading rumors and trying to lure me into 
traps to give their male friends the opportunity to 'have some fun'. And that only 
because 1 was more talented than them, so they needed to 'put me in my place'. 

The only reason 1 am still alive and sane up to this day, is because 1 too took a Guilty 
Ballot!" 

The two youths in mid-air had started to turn purple, their eyes shedding tears of 
fear and desperation. 

"What's the matter?" She mocked them. "Aren't we just having fun among friends? 
According to your rules, might makes right. Not only 1 am a Professor at this 
academy. I'm also an archmage, which puts me at the level of an archduke." 

She looked straight in the boy's eyes, grabbing his throat and lifting him up with only 
one hand. 

"That makes your father's Marquis title a joke. 1 could kill you right here and now, 
and then claim you tried to r*pe me. Not only no one would dare to doubt my word, 1 
could even ask for satisfaction, personally wiping out all your filthy family!" 

She then did the same to the girl, her feet daggling in the air in search of support. 
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"And what about you, ugly b*tch? Why are you not laughing anymore? Why don't you 
go crying to your mommy, Duchess Baran? 1 want to see her face when 1 will rip your 
heart out in front other eyes and make her eat it raw as an apology for being weaker 
than me!" 

Only when their faces turned blue for the lack of air, she let them go, throwing them 
away like trash. Professor Nalear immediately conjured water, washing her hands 
like touching those two could stain her very being. 

- "By my maker!" Solus was blown away. "Now 1 finally understand! Headmaster 
Linjos didn't choose his staff based on physical appearance. He replaced the old 
professors with talented people that have been victims of the system in the past! 

This way not only he is sure to have at his service someone that can truly empathise 
with the victims, but also people that will never back down in front of abuses of 
power. They are all hell-bent on revenge, if they cannot change the system from 
inside, no one can."- 

Despite their symbiotic link, Lith wasn't able to hear a single thought Solus had sent 
to him. He watched the events happening in front of him in a daze, his mind blank, 
incapable of accepting reality. 

"Please, marry me." He suddenly blurted out loud. 
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CHAPTER 55 

ALONE IN THE CROWD (2) 


When Lith realized what he had done, it was already too late. His face blushed up, 
even the end of his ears turned to bright red. 

- "Smooth move, stud." Solus mocked him mercilessly. "Too bad you forgot the 
flowers, the chocolate, and more importantly, the ring. What will she think of such 
poor performance?" - 

Professor Nalear giggled, making Lith turn to an even brighter shade of red. He felt 
so ashamed of himself, that he could only hide his face between his hands, incapable 
of watching her, while banging his head on the desk. 

- "You f*cking idiot!" He inwardly screamed. "Since when do 1 have a d*ck for brains? 
Just when 1 thought that things couldn't get any worse, 1 turn out to be my worst 
enemy." - 

"I'm honestly flattered by your feelings..." She said while still chuckling. 

"...but I'm not into kids. I'm looking for a tall and strong mage as a life companion. If 
in six years I'm still single and you haven't changed your mind, 1 will be happy to 
resume this conversation." 

Lith wanted to cry and run away, spending the rest of his life hiding in the deepest 
hole he could find. But he had already made a fool out of himself, there was no 
reason to add insult to injury. 

He took some deep breaths to calm down, using water magic to cool down both his 
face and nether regions, finally regaining his focus. 

- "If 1 apologize, 1 will make everything worse." He thought. "She reacted like 1 was 
joking, let's play along. The more 1 stir it, the more it will stink." - 

"Now, before going back to the course's topic, one last word of warning for you scum. 
The next time 1 catch you doing something disrespectful towards one of your 
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classmates, I will make every single one of you regret not having a Guilty Ballot. 


Are we clear?" 

No one dared to reply. 

"Perfect. Let's forget about your pathetic, miserable existences, so 1 can explain to 
you what Principles of Advanced Magic is about." 

She approached the chalkboard, a long and thin piece of mineral appeared out of 
thin air in her hand, allowing her to draw a human silhouette. 

"As you should already know from your first three years, every human possesses a 
certain degree of talent for magic. The extent of such talent is defined by the amount 
of mana one has stored into his mana well." 

Lith followed her speech with interest. 

- "So, they really have no concept of the mana core." He thought. - 

"An individual talent can be roughly split into three categories: the normal human,..." 
She hit the chalkboard at the level of the silhouette's knees, and suddenly the empty 
space within it was filled by a glowing blue light up to that point. 

"...the magico/magica,..." This time the mineral hit at the chest level, and the light 
rose up accordingly. 

"...and finally, the mage." The whole empty space within the silhouette was now filled 
to the brim with a pulsing blue colour. 

"While performing the first three tiers of magic, hands signs and magic words are the 
equivalent of a bucket, that once dropped in the mana well allows you to extract the 
right amount of power. 

Hence, the spellcasting will be successful, as long as you are capable of forming a 
perfect bucket. Sadly, from tier four and up, this process no longer works. 

This kind of magic requires such an amount of mana, that there are only two ways of 
extracting it from the well. The first one, that you can learn in minor academies or in 
the books available for purchase, is to create a bigger bucket. 
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This method is feasible, but most of the time impractical. It requires so many magic 
words, hand signs so complicated that either your opponent is a rock, or you work 
with a team that keeps it occupied during a very long spellcasting time. 

Just like using a bucket too big and heavy, extracting mana that way out of the well 
requires much more time and effort than just using the old bucket twice." 

- "What the f*ck?! This is exactly what 1 learned from Lark's books. This explains why 
it took me so long to perform them correctly with fake magic." - 

"The second one, is only available in one of the six great academies. What 1 am going 
to teach you, has its roots in the first magic's multi casting skills. Professor Trasque 
should have stressed already the importance of first magic, right?" 

The whole class nodded. 

"Multi casting means the talent to form and control more than one bucket at the 
time. Let's say that a mage capable of double casting, potentially can control up to 
two buckets. That's the minimum requirement for tier four spells. 

Some may require even three, while only tier five magic demands an even higher 
multi casting capability. Please, understand that all this talk about buckets and water 
is just an oversimplification. 

In advanced magic, mental visualization is a key element for success. You can choose 
to imagine it as a jar of wine, a chest full of gold, whatever fits your bill is fine. Always 
remember that the second method has a much faster cast time in exchange for a 
greater focus and mental strength. 

It's up to you to learn how to form and control more than one 'bucket' at the time. 
Hand signs and magic words are still necessary to form the first one, then you need 
to be able to sense it and generate as many copies as you can. 

Those who are incapable of learning such method by the end of the academic year, 
will be dismissed as of insufficient talent. Money and status cannot help you, only 
talent and hard work will guarantee your promotion." 

The lesson went on for another two hours, and soon was lunchtime. 

Lith was so engrossed in what he had learned, that he completely forgot about his 
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crush and the poor impression his previous marriage proposal could have left. 


He said goodbye to Professor Nalear before leaving the classroom, but didn't give her 
a second look or even a thought. 

- "The more 1 learn, the more fake magic does indeed resemble true magic, but most 
of the things she explained are completely wrong. The only right thing she said was 
about mental visualization. 

If one does not realize the existence of the mana core, the approach about magic is 
too passive to be effective. It's not a matter of water and buckets, more like about 
how to build and fine-tune a power plant that can provide energy for countless 
applications. 

According to her theory, a fake mage with 100 mana points can only produce as 
much energy. 

A true mage, instead, despite having the same amount of mana, by stimulating the 
core can generate an output that depends on the situation, bringing it up to 120, or 
even 150 if necessary. 

Sure, the physical burden would be remarkable, but everything is better than being 
dead. Not to mention that this difference allows a true mage a versatility that fake 
mages can only dream about." - 

Thanks to the academy map stored in Soluspedia, Lith was able to move faster than 
anyone else. While others would get lost or needed to get directions, he managed to 
arrive at the canteen first. 

Once again, the skill of the Forgemasters left him speechless. It was nothing like his 
old high school cafeteria. There was no cash register, no need to form a line or pick 
up a tray. 

The room was of rectangular shape, five meters [16'5"} high, with the long side 200 
meters [219 yards} long and the short side 100 [110 yards} meters long. Except for 
the door he came from and the floor, all the other walls had been turned into 
windows on the outside world. 

Lith knew that above the fourth floor, where he currently was, there was still the 
floor for the fifth year and many others, yet by looking up he was able to see the 
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brilliant light of noon. 


The room, like ah the others, was perfectly lighted. The whole canteen was filled 
with rectangular dinner tables, each one capable of accommodating up to six people. 

The tables were evenly spaced among them, allowing to walk to and fro them with 
ease, even when the room was at its max capacity. 

Lith chose a corner table with a corner seat. Having a wall behind him and another at 
his left, no one could get to his back without him noticing. 

- "Interesting, they choose to make the cafeteria look like a panoramic restaurant. 
Probably to let the students remember how the outside world looks like, and to 
avoid the claustrophobic feel that windowless rooms give." - 

Once he sat down, he discovered that the chair was somewhat bolted to the ground. 
Lith could not move it, but as soon his butt touched the cushion, the seat auto 
adjusted its height and size to a perfect fit. 

The only thing left for him to do was placing his order. Lith put his hands on the 
table, injecting a small amount of mana, activating the embedded communication 
device. 

"I'll take fillet steak, 2 centimetres [0,8 inch} high, medium rare. Also, a vegetables 
cream soup, a side or roasted spiced potatoes. To drink red wine or beer are equally 
fine." 

A small Warp Steps appeared in front of him, delivering his order with the exception 
of the alcohol. 

"Sorry, sir." Said a voice coming up from the still open Warp Steps. 

"Only sixteen years old students are allowed to drink fermented beverages, and only 
moderate quantities. You can choose between water, milk and fruit juice." 

Lith sighed deeply. It would not be the same without some spirits to lighten up his 
heavy mood. 

"I'll take water." 
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Soon he completely forgot about his problems, the academy's chefs were worthy of a 
five-star restaurant. The meat was tender and juicy, without nerves. It simply melted 
in his mouth. 

The potatoes were crispy on the outside and tender on the inside, spicy enough to 
make his blood run and pleasantly tickle his tongue. 

The cream soup was excellent as well, but Lith ate it for last. He hated vegetables, of 
any form and kind. Yet he left the plate clean, he knew how important it was keeping 
his diet balanced while his growth spurt approached. 

He managed to enjoy his whole meal, ignoring the people around him and only 
looking at the forest outside. It stretched as long as his eye could see, and during his 
brief time in the canteen he was able to spot many beasts and herbs he had never 
seen before. 

- "1 wish 1 could take seconds, but if 1 eat too much, 1 will be so sleepy that 1 will be 
barely able to pay attention. It's my first lesson for my Master healer specialization, 
and first impression is very important."- 

Despite considering himself to already be a great healer, Lith was really curious 
about tier four light spells, since there was none in all the books he had previously 
access to. 

- "Over the years, there were so many things that 1 wasn't able to come up with a 
solution for, so many patients 1 have lost. This is my occasion to learn from the 
masters and impress them. 

If 1 manage to keep my status as an A rank student, my life will be much easier!" - 
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CHAPTER 56 
A NEW LESSON 


After finishing his delicious lunch, Lith had one hour off. No one had approached his 
table, and that made him actually very happy. 

He was very fond of his personal space, not to mention he had no desire of wasting 
time doing small talk with a lot of kids. 

Despite his physical appearance, Lith's mind was that of a grown-up man, that 
between his three lives had lived for almost forty years. 

Except for being hormonal, due to his teenage body, and being addicted to oxygen, 
there was nothing he had in common with his classmates. 

From that perspective, isolation was a blessing in disguise. If he spoke to no one, it 
was impossible for anyone to notice how different he was from his peers. 

He and Solus had already discussed during the meal, both regretting that, for 
security reasons, the academy would not make any book available for the studying 
until the end of the first day. 

- "It's such a pity." Solus said. "If we had them, we could already put them into 
Soluspedia, getting light years ahead of the other students. Instant knowledge!" 

"Yeah. But 1 can understand the importance of this rules. Specializations are 
exclusives of the six big academies. 

If they just delivered them at the students' homes, before the beginning of the year, 
their contents would be accessible to all the family members. This kind of knowledge 
can't be released without supervision." 

"And what about once the students get the opportunity to go back home, at the end 
of the trimester?" 

Lith mentally shrugged, his stood up from the chair and started walking towards his 
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room. 


"By that time, they already have gained the status of students. According to what 
Linjos told us in his office, they are both protected and kept under surveillance. My 
guess is that the books can't leave the academy's premises. 

The only things one can take out, are what he has learned or copied in his grimoire. 

If you love your family, you will not put them into danger by disclosing state secrets 
that could cost them their and your life. 

If you hate them, instead, the moment they try to coerce you, you just need to rat 
them out to get rid of them for good. It's a win-win situation." - 

Once back into his room, Lith called his parents. He had left home only seven hours 
ago, yet the enthusiasm they showed him was like he had disappeared for years. 

"My little bay!" Elina was on the verge of tears. "Are they treating you all right? Are 
you eating properly?" 

"Yes, mom. Everything is fine." He lied through his teeth. "The Professors 1 met today 
were all amazing. My classmates are kinda stuck-up, but so far so good. Not to 
mention the food. 1 wish 1 could bring you some, it's just wonderful." 

Contrary to his expectations, time flew by, and he was forced to leave Tista in a hurry, 
after giving her a consult about a patient of hers. 

All the activities related to each year, took place on their own floor. 

The problem was that each floor was so big that getting lost or taking a long detour 
was pretty easy. In Lith's case, he had miscalculated the time he needed to reach the 
classroom. 

Only when he heard resounding the gong that announced the beginning of the 
lessons, he had realized how long he had spent chatting. 

- "F*ck! The first thing I'm going to re-invent as soon as 1 become a Forgemaster, is a 
damn wristwatch. How the heck does people keep track of the time?" - 

Solus calculated that even going double time, Lith would have not made it, so he was 
forced to run. To avoid smelling on his first day, he used water magic to collect the 
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sweat in his palm as soon as it formed, sending it straight in Solus' pocket dimension. 


Despite all his best efforts, he was the last one to arrive. Luckily, thought, the 
professor in charge had yet to show up. According to the schedule, Lith would have 
met Professor Marth, the very same that had created Blood Resonance magic. 

It was a great opportunity to get his attention, and maybe, if opportunity arose, share 
some of his knowledge with him. Having one of the Light department's top experts 
as his backer, or even better as a mentor, could be a real game changer. 

- "Be cool, and try not to sound desperate, old man." Lith thought to himself. 

"We have a full year ahead together, maybe even two. 1 need to play my cards right, 
keep my admission score while improving my status. 1 don't give a damn about 
friends. The other students are useless. 

Allies, on the contrary, can help me keep my family safe from the like of Duke Hestia 
and provide me with the resources I'll need to set my own Forgemaster laboratory. 1 
can't waste years grinding for gold, 1 need time to travel and find the answer to my 
resurrection problem." - 

The classroom was much smaller than the one for the mandatory lessons. It was a 
square room, with each side twelve meters [13 yards}. In front of the chalkboard, 
there were three rows of desks, separated by small corridors. 

It could accommodate comfortably up to fifty students, yet according to Solus, there 
were only twenty-six students attending, Lith included. He occupied the closest spot 
to the chalkboard, sitting near the other students. 

When they threw a mean glare at him, he just took out the Ballot, forcing them to 
shut up and mind their own business. After what had happened that morning, they 
didn't dare to move away from him. 

Not to mention doing that would mean getting even farther from the chalkboard and 
the Professor. The floor was even, making it already hard to see through all the heads 
in front of them. 

The man who walked in the room was outstanding in his own way. He was quite 
short, barely over 1.55 meters [5'!"} high, at least sixty years old. 
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The top of his head was completely bald, the hair he had left on the sides was snow- 
white and so were his waxed handlebar moustaches. His belly was so big that it 
made hard to guess if he was larger than high. 

That, together with his pure white robe, made him resemble a real life Humpty 
Dumpty. 

"Hello, dear students. Tm Professor Vastor, and I'll guide you through your first steps 
in the light magic Master healer course." 

Not everyone was as ignorant as Lith, most of them already knew what Professor 
Marth looked like. Before Professor Vastor could finish his introduction, the class 
was filled with saddened groans. 

His disgruntled expression to such reaction, expressed clearly how angered he was 
by that blatant lack of respect. 

"I'm very sorry to disappoint you, but as you should have predicted. Professor Marth 
can't waste his precious time with the likes of you. The whole light magic research 
department rests on his shoulders, so you'll have to settle for me. 

Words cannot express how it saddens me, to notice that even country bumpkins 
have more manners than the high and mighty nobles." 

He wasn't referring to just Lith, but to all the students that thanks to their poor 
background had failed to recognize him, looking at him with admiration despite his 
funny appearance. 

"1 have good news and bad news, for all of you. The good news is that we won't 
spend two hours in this class. I'll just explain to you the differences between tier 
three and four of healing magic, after that we will move in the academy's hospital. 

There we will do some trial rounds of our resident patients, giving you the chance to 
meet both Professor Marth and Professor Manohar, if we are lucky enough." 

The class exploded in cheers and applauses. 

- "What the heck?" Lith thought. "Where do they think we are, at the stadium? Back 
on Earth my college professors would have skinned them alive for such behaviour." - 
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Vastor had a very Earth-like expression at the moment, his hands were trembling 
with rage, dilating his nostrils at every breath. 


"The bad news..." He continued, cutting them short. 

"...is that it means 1 will start evaluating you all right off the bat. Even today's rounds 
will help us evaluate your skills, separating the gold from shiny trash." 

The room fell silent, most of the students in the first row had lost all their 
enthusiasm. Some were having stomach cramps due to nervousness, others seemed 
on the verge of puking. 

It wasn't at all as they had imagined their first day of specialization would be. 

Professor Vastor was delighted by the result of his speech, curling his moustaches 
with a sadistic grin on his face. 

"Let's not waste any more time. I'm sure you can't wait to stop listening to my 
gibberish and become real healers, like your hero. Professor Marth." 

- "Man, 1 don't need tier four magic to diagnose Professor Vastor a really bad case of 
'Envy syndrome'. Being so petty at his age is really sad." Solus said. 

"Yeah. Happens when you lose your throne to someone younger and more talented. 1 
feel the same way." Lith replied, thinking how lucky his classmates were, being born 
with cyan mana cores, without having to work hard for years to reach that level. - 

"First of all, who can tell me what are the greatest limitations of tiers one to three of 
light magic?" 

Lith raised his hand, but so did everyone else. Vastor chose one of them at random to 
answer. 

"You, with the snob face. Feel free to share with the class." He said pointing to a girl 
with shoulder length black hair in the first row. 

"Professor, my name is actually..." 

"1 don't care." Vastor cut her short. 
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"I expect at least half of you to drop out within the first six months. 1 won't bother 
remembering your names." 

Most faces turned red with anger, while Lith was inwardly smiling. 

If compared to most nobles he had encountered in the past, Professor Vastor was 
really polite. At least he didn't discriminate, he treated everyone like cr*p. 
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CHAPTER 57 
A NEW LESSON (2) 


The black-haired girl was simply outraged. She belonged to one of the ancient noble 
families, admired and respected in all the Griffon Kingdom. She had always been 
treated like a princess of royal blood, no one had ever dared disrespect her. 

Now, not only she had to endure all those harsh words, but also had no way to bite 
back Professor Vastor. Threatening a mage belonging to an academy, was like spitting 
towards the sky, it would always backfire. 

All he had to do, was give her a bad evaluation to put an end to her career as a healer. 
Having five siblings and being at the bottom of the line of succession, magic was her 
only redeeming feature. 

She could only swallow her pride and answer: 

"The lower tiers of light magic have two insurmountable limits. The first being that 
light magic can only enhance the recovery of the patient. If he/she suffered from an 
excessive blood loss or is already on the verge of death, healing magic is useless. 

The second limit..." 

"Okay, enough. Your turn, edgy face." He cut her short, pointing his finger at Lith. 

"The second limit is that it cannot regrow lost body parts, be it organs or limbs. 

Clean cut fingers or extremities can be reattached, but only if well preserved and 
within an hour from the amputation." 

"Correct and correct!" Vastor almost sounded disappointed. 

"Now, who can tell me how, hypothetically, the first issue could be solved?" Everyone 
raised his hand, once again. 

"You, with the pauper face." He said to a petite girl with long brown hair, sitting a few 
desks away from Lith. Because other small and scrawny build, it was hard to 
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imagine her twelve years old, she looked barely a day past eight. 

Clearly, she had suffered from malnutrition for a long time. Lith's sixth sense told 
him that the academy's uniform was probably the first pretty clothes she had ever 
had. 

With all the stress from her first day of academy, the threats and insults from 
Professor Vastor had been the last straw for her. When she tried to answer, only 
hiccups came out, she was fighting back her tears. 

- "What a d*ck." Lith thought. - 

His hand instinctively played with the Ballot, but he didn't activate it. It was her 
problem, not his. She had done nothing for him when he had been bullied twice that 
morning, that made him eager to return to favour. 

His movements, though, didn't escape Professor Vastor eyes. 

- "Oh, for f*ck's sake! 1 had almost forgot about the bum with the Ballot. If that thing 
is recording and he bothers reporting me to the Headmaster, 1 will be in deep sh*t. 

Linjos has been crystal clear that professors' tough love is now considered bullying, 
and has tried more than once to fire me. He's just waiting for an excuse to replace me 
with one of his angry lackeys. Dammit, I'm too old to lose such a good job."- 

"I'm so sorry, young miss. 1 didn't mean to offend you. There, there. Take your time 
before answering." His voice was suddenly all milk and honey, offering her a 
handkerchief from his chest pocket. 

Despite her frail looks, she needed but a second to compose herself. 

"The only way to do it..." she replied sniffling from time to time. 

"...would be to somehow infuse the patient with an external source of life force. But 
that's impossible. 1 worked as a healer since 1 was six years old. I've tried countless 
spells and always failed. 

Light magic cannot create or pass energy, only nourish what is already there." 

The whole class nodded. 
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- "Heck if I know." Lith thought. "The only patients I have ever failed were those that 
arrived too late for being saved. Not even my true magic could transfuse life force." - 

"Correct, young miss!" This time he sounded genuinely happy, the class was starting 
to think he suffered from severe mood swings. 

"And don't worry, here at the light department we will fix your growth problem in a 
snap, you have my word." After making sure to be outside hot waters, he resumed his 
snarky tone. 

"The little one is right, light magic cannot do it. No matter how talented the mage or 
how complex the spell, it's impossible. Yet tier four light magic can. Anyone wants to 
take an educated guess?" 

The classroom fell silent, no hand was raised. 

Professor Vastor sneered at their ignorance, puffing his chest. 

"Oh, oh, oh! Seems you still have much to learn. But you have come to the right place. 
The answer is: it's only possible by mixing it with darkness magic" 

"What?!" "How?!" "The Pck?!" 

Professor Vastor ignored their shocked expression and the exclamations filling the 
air, while waving his hands in the air, generating with first magic a black and white 
circle identical to Earth's representation of Yin and Yang. 

"The greatest legacy left us from Magus Silverwing, is the knowledge that light and 
darkness magic are but one. They perpetually dance together in all things. When one 
pushes, the other pulls. 

When light steps forward, darkness steps backwards and vice versa. When they are 
in harmony life thrives, otherwise only death awaits. The key to tier four light magic 
is weaving them together. 

Dark magic takes the energy from the donor, while light magic allows it to enter the 
patient's body without backlashes. Balancing them is the key to success." 

- "F*ck me sideways!" Lith though. "How can 1 be so stupid? 1 read that goddamn 
book hundreds of times, 1 should have understood this years ago by myself. 1 wish 1 
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was more talented in magic, or at least smarter." 


"Hey, that's offensive!" Solus rebuked. "I'm way smarter than you, and 1 have failed 
nonetheless. The real problem is that our approach to magic is too naive. By my 
maker, 1 hate feeling so useless. If only 1 still had my memories. 

"Excuse me. Professor, 1 have a question." Snob face awoke them from their self -pity 
moment. 

"If here at the White Griffon we mix light and dark magic together for healing, what's 
the difference between us and the Black Griffon? Can't they do the same?" 

"The difference, dear snob face, lies in the purpose. Here at the White Griffon, we are 
proud of our light magic department, where we can cure almost everything. 

At the Black Griffon, they specialize in destroying things." 

The rest of the hour Professor Vastor showed them again and again the simplest tier 
four light magic spell, until everyone was capable of performing it. 

The fastest students turned out to be young miss, an arrogant faced kid, snob face, 
and edgy face, in this order. 

Lith had done his best. He needed to experience the spell with fake magic, before 
being able to reproduce and enhance it with true magic. Yet he ended up in fourth 
place. 

After that. Professor Vastor opened a Warp Steps that brought them right outside the 
academy's hospital. 

- "Lith, by keeping open the portal for so long, the Professor gave me the time 1 
needed to clear its mystery. The reason why the staff can open them with such ease, 
it's because of the ring with the academy's insignia they wear. 

The whole castle is a giant artifact, they simply use the rings to tap into its powers. If 
your uniform has so many functions, 1 can't even imagine what something as big and 
powerful as this building can do." - 

Lith didn't reply, he just wondered how powerful Solus could be, compared to the 
academy, if she regained her old power. He had only found mentions of magic towers 
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in fairy tales, and they were described as something unfathomable. 


According to the lore, within his own magic tower a mage was nigh omnipotent. But 
fairy tales also told about fairy godmothers, elves, sprites and happy endings, and he 
had yet to meet someone that took any of those things seriously. 

When he had spoken about them with Nana, Lark and the Marchioness, they had all 
mocked him for his childish daydreams. 

When the students entered through the double doors, they found hard to believe to 
their eyes. 

The academy's hospital ward would put any Earth's hospital to shame. The floors 
were able to self-clean, the beds would move and massage the patients' bodies to 
avoid bedsores, constantly keeping in check their vitals. 

The air was fresh and clean, free of the smell of disinfectants that usually plagues 
those places. Everything looked more like out of a celebrity resort rather than a 
place where people went to die. 

"What a marvel of magic!" Said the arrogant faced boy from before, a fifteen-year-old 
1.65 meters [5'5"} high with red hair. "But 1 suppose it was to be expected, since you 
were the one designing the whole thing. Professor Vastor." 

"Yurial, my boy!" Professor Vastor finally recognized him. 

"Long time no see. How is your old man, Deirus? Being an archmage is a big burden, 
you must be ready to step in and help him as soon as possible." 

"My dad is doing fine, thank you. I'll send him your regards. With your help I'm sure 1 
will be able to keep up the family tradition." 

"But of course! Mage bloodlines are highly treasured here at the light department. 1 
hope you'll show all those snotty nobles and poor commoners what a true magician 
is made of." 

- "1 stand corrected." Lith thought. "He does discriminate, just not the way 1 am used 
to. He seems to be a sucker to magical families instead of noble ones. 1 guess not 
every Professor can be like Trasque or Nalear." - 
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Just thinking her name sent a warm feeling through his body, that Lith hastily 
suppressed. He despised himself for his weak, hormonal body, wasting his precious 
time and energies on teenage delusions. 

Lith could not afford any slip ups, the trial round was about to begin, and he was 
determined to shine among his peers. 
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CHAPTER 58 

THE IMPORTANCE OF STATUS 


Professor Vastor was true to his word, he brought them to the hospital's Intensive 
Care Unit (ICU), and asked them in turns to diagnose the nature of the patients' 
condition. 

Vastor would take notes about their answers, to confront them with the charts. He 
wasn't allowed to gave them scores on their first day, but he didn't hesitate to 
harshly reprimand those who missed any detail, humiliating them in front of the 
class. 

Because of the nature of the task, the class was split into two groups, right after each 
one of them had examined their first patient. The following rounds allowed Vastor to 
further split the groups based on the students' degree of expertise. 

In the first group, belonged those who had chosen the Master healer specialization, 
lured by the prestige the title implied. Yet they lacked either any experience in the 
healer practice or the resources to have a proper tutor to make up for it. 

Vastor was immediately able to spot them, since they were only able to use Vinire 
Rad Tu, the ubiquitous tier one diagnostic spell. 

In the second group, instead, there were snob face, edgy face, young miss, Yurial and 
all those who had at their disposal a diagnostic personal spell or even more than 
one. 

Much to his surprise, the archmage's son Yurial was equalled in talent and precision 
by the snob faced girl, while the young miss and the edgy faced kid ran circles 
around even them, standing out like hawks among crows. 

Especially edgy face had proven to be capable of finding minor details, that even the 
academy's Master healers had missed in their diagnosis. It was nothing big, but he 
was also able to suggest ways to improve their prognosis, hastening the healing 
process. 
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Vastor hadn't arrived at his age and social standing by letting something 
insignificant, like his personal prejudices or preferences, stand in the way of his best 
interests. 

- "Commoners or not, those two smells of success. Even that snotty faced brat is 
damn good, if she is able to hold her ground against a pureblood like Yurial. 1 have 
always been proud of my knack for recognizing true talent. 

1 don't care if the spotlight I'm under is mine or someone's else. As long 1 get to 
maintain my status and position, anything goes. 1 have to get in their good graces 
before anyone else. 

After they get famous, 1 would be a nobody. Right now. I'm all their world. Time to jot 
down some names and remember them properly." - 

"I'd say we have some winners." While talking to the top four students, Vastor's voice 
had lost any trace of sarcasm and disrespect. He spoke with a soft and amiable tone, 
like a grandfather talking to his beloved grandkids. 

"Would you mind to introduce yourself properly to the class? It would motivate them 
to work hard enough to compete with you all." 

- "If they are delusional enough to believe they even have a sliver of hope, of course." 
He inwardly sneered. - 

In his mind, Vastor had already separated the cream from the milk, and the milk 
from the p*ss. He was merely being polite. 

"My name is Friya Solivar." Like everyone else, she was wearing pants not a skirt, so 
while doing the curtsy she held up her robe instead. 

"My mother is Duchess Solivar, 1 hope you have heard about her." 

Vastor's eyebrow rose, while he was racking his brain trying to remember. 

"Ah, yes. 1 heard only praises about how she managed to stop that terrible flood last 
year. Such an ingenious woman was bound to have gifted daughter. I'm sure you have 
a bright future ahead of you." 

He skipped Yurial, he doubted that even those boneheads could have missed him 
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flaunting his status of archmage Deirus' heir. 


After making a few gestures to one of his attendants, Vaster stood in front of the 
petite girl, smiling kindly. 

"My name is Quylla from Cerea. I'm twelve years old." Quylla didn't know etiquette or 
how to introduce herself, so she just made a deep bow while sharing what she 
deemed to be relevant. 

"So young yet so skilled! You truly are a diamond in the rough." Vastor received from 
his attendant a bottle containing a purple liquid, that he gifted to Quylla with a small 
bow. 

"Here, this is one of the best tonics our master Alchemists can prepare. Drink a glass 
of it every night before going to bed, and you'll grow up like a mushroom. I'm sure 
you'll become a beautiful lady." 

Quylla took his bait, line and sinker, blushing up to her ears for the compliments. She 
had never received anything so precious in her life, so she held the bottle like a baby, 
stuttering her thanks. 

Contrary to his expectations, edgy face had taken out his notebook, literally jotting 
down what the others had said. He made the brilliant move of using water magic to 
write instead of a pen. 

- "Perfect silent water magic. My gut never fails me." - Vastor's smile widened, he was 
sure to have struck a gold mine. 

"Showing respect to your competitors is always a smart move, young man." 

Following the etiquette books he had stored in Soluspedia, Lith took a step back, in 
sign of respect towards Professor Vastor, before performing a deep bow. 

"I always write down everything that's significant, to make it easier to remember. 

The three of them are the only ones worthy of attention, after all." 

After the poor figure he did during Professor Nalear's class, Lith was brimming with 
confidence. Thanks to Invigoration, he was certain to have performed better than 
anyone else. 
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For the first time in his life, he didn't feel anymore like a frog in the well. He had 
finally found something he was actually the best at. 

After how his classmates had treated him, Lith didn't care to keep up appearances. 

He was already a pariah, someone they threw trash at without a care. He had nothing 
to lose anymore. 

Lith would treat them just like they did to him, with spite and showing no mercy. 

"My name is Lith from Lutia. I'm twelve years old too." 

"Twelve years?! Lith?" Lith was already taller than him, [AN: Lith is 1.6 m aka 5'3" 
high} so Vastor had failed to recognize him. 

"I've heard so much around you. Heck, everyone here has. Guys..." He was allegedly 
talking to the whole class, but he looked only at the other three, to make sure they 
paid attention. 

"...Lith, here, is the one that cracked the so-called 'curse', a unique poison that had 
eluded even the best of us. Have you heard about it?" Friya and Yurial nodded, while 
Quylla and many others shook their heads. 

Vastor's heart bleed at the idea of wasting so much paper, but he couldn't make a 
single copy of the report just for Quylla. The other students would have complained 
about such blatant discrimination. 

While his attendant was handing the reports, he kept tending at his gold mine. 

"A twelve-year-old hexacaster, with great talent in light magic to boot, that's how he 
got his admission." 

Between his build, height and everything they had learned in the last minute, Lith's 
classmates were looking at him with new eyes, even a hint of respect. Friya and 
Yurial regretted what they had done earlier. 

If instead of throwing trash at him they had managed to get on his good book, maybe 
he could have taught them so much. For a second, Friya thought that she was the 
only one to have another chance. 

After what happened earlier, this Lith was clearly sensitive to feminine charms, and 
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she was quite pretty. But when she smiled at him, opening her mouth to start 
chatting, he sent her a cold glare that sent shivers down her spine. 

His eyes were empty, like those of a predator that's about to rip its prey apart. Friya 
swallowed back her hopes and pretended that nothing had happened. 

"Lith, my boy, you should smile more. If you keep glaring at everyone, how could they 
notice how handsome you are?" Vaster patted his shoulder. 

- "Me? Handsome? What a bootlicker! How can he even think 1 didn't notice his 180° 
turn of attitude?" Lith thought. 

"1 think he knows you did, he just hopes you don't care." Solus replied. "As for the 
handsome, yeah, you are not at Trasque level, but maybe if you drop the teenage 
serial killer look..." - 

Quylla too was regretting what had happened earlier, but for entirely different 
reasons. She didn't do anything against Lith, but she hadn't helped him either. Like 
the others, she had always kept her distance. 

In hindsight, she maybe would have helped another commoner other own age. But 
he was tall and scary, so she mistook him for a noble. Not to mention that her class 
scared her even more. 

"Well, enough with the rounds, 1 already got what 1 need. Let me show you all where 
the real magica happens." 

Vaster walked them through few corridors and into another ward. The plaque above 
the door was self-explanatory "Missing Limbs". 

"As you should have realized, this is where we move the patients that have lost one 
or more limbs, after stabilizing their conditions. We can actually regrow them from 
scratch, but it's a long and difficult spell. Follow me." 

The ward was almost empty, only a couple of beds were occupied. Unlike the ICU, it 
was filled with flowers and magic paintings, making the atmosphere soothing and 
relaxing. The walls were magic frescos, depicting sunny woods, so vivid to seem true. 

Professor Vastor brought them around the bed of a twenty something years old 
blonde guy, that was missing his right arm. Only a small stump remained. 
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"Students, allow me to introduce you captain Zarran. He lost his arm in a skirmish 
against the Gorgon empire, while defending the northern borders of your Kingdom." 

The man was clearly embarrassed. Unlike most of the ICU patients, he was awake 
and clear-headed. Despite they were politely greeting him, he couldn't help but feel 
like a horse at the market, ready to be probed and examined mercilessly. 

Suddenly, the ward's double doors opened again. The man that walked in, drew the 
attention of all the staff and almost all students. From their gasps of admiration, Lith 
could deduce that he was either Professor Marth or Manohar. 

- "Bright blue mana core." Solus pointed out. "My money on him being Marth." 

"Not accepting the bet." Lith replied. - 

"Professor Marth, so nice to see you." Vastor said with a smile from ear to ear. 

"1 was just about to explain the fourth-year students the regrowth procedure. Do you 
want to do the honours?" 
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CHAPTER 59 

THE IMPORTANCE OF STATUS (2) 


Professor Marth was a man around forty years old, about 1.78 meters [5'10"} high, 
with thick blonde hair. Aside from his goatee, his face was perfectly shaven, revealing 
a calm and youthful appearance. 

Judging from the bags under his eyes and the slouching posture, it was evident that 
he lacked sleep. It was no wonder that he had asked Professor Vastor to stand in for 
him. 

When he saw the students, he straightened up, smiling at the small crowd. 

"Gladly, dear colleague. Sorry to have missed our appointment, kids. Since Professor 
Manohar returned, things have been hectic, there's a lot he needs to catch up with." 

The class made a small bow, accepting his apologies, eager to learn from one of the 
two most famous heads of the White Griffon light department. 

"First of all, the impossibility to regrow limbs or organs is a common misconception. 
The human body actually has such capabilities, but they are normally dormant. To 
temporarily awoke them, is necessary a huge amount of energy. 

We are talking about so much mana, that is impossible for a single mage to perform 
the spell alone. Usually the procedure requires two teams. The first one to perform 
the spell, setting the regeneration process in motion. 

The second one, instead, has to give energy to the patient for him to survive. 
Otherwise, the strain from growing a full limb in a matter of minutes would drain his 
body of all the nutrients, killing him on the spot. 

Most organs are even trickier, since time is of the utmost importance. A single mage 
can regenerate small ones like kidneys, but bigger or vital organs usually require too 
much energy. It's best for a lone mage to keep the vitals stable while calling for help." 

- "Interesting." Lith thought. "Based on the little 1 know, maybe the large mana 


traitorAIZEN 435 I 698 



expenditure is due to the fact that what they actually do without knowing it, is 
collecting and stimulating adult stem cells in the patient's body. 

That or in this world they have a healing factor, but 1 highly doubt it. 

If 1 am right, with true magic 1 could do all by myself, but it would take days if not 
weeks. The on/off nature of fake magic, makes things too hard for both the healer 
and the patient. True magic, instead, allows to divide things by steps, like 1 did for 
Tista." - 

Professor Marth continued. 

"You are in for a treat, since 1 was just to about to start growing captain Zarran a new 
right arm." 

The soldier smiled awkwardly, he wasn't feeling like a market horse anymore, more 
like a lab rat. 

"The first step is to take in consideration the sex and the build of the patient, then 
choose the best limb template at our disposal." 

"Template?" Lith echoed dumbstruck, drawing on himself reproachful looks from his 
peers. 

"Yes, template. We can't allow the new limb to grow endlessly, the spell needs 
specific measurements to work properly." 

An assistant brought to Marth a cart full of wooden arms, that the Professor 
compared to the remaining limb, searching for the most similar one. 

"Each of these models corresponds to a different spell. Here at the White Griffon we 
have the biggest archive of regenerating spells of all the Kingdom. 1 like to think that 
in part is thanks to my work." 

After choosing the best fit. Professor Marth called the rest of the team via his 
communicator amulet, forming two teams of three mages each. 

"Technically, two mages per group should be enough." He explained. "The third one 
is to be sure that everything goes fine. This is no warzone, there is no need of taking 
unnecessary risks." 
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Both the spells took only a few seconds to cast, the new arm started to grow back at 
an amazing rate. After about half an hour, the new limb was completely formed. The 
class exploded into an applause, all the medical staff accepted it with a small bow. 

Captain Zarran was crying out of joy, flexing his new fingers. He still couldn't believe 
it, in his eyes it was a miracle. He was a cripple no more, soon he would be able to 
resume active duty, instead of being locked behind a desk. 

The only discordant note in all that joyous atmosphere was Lith. He was closely 
looking to both arms, noticing the differences. The real one was much more 
muscular, with a higher bone density plus the new one was even a little shorter. 

He offered Zarran both his index fingers. 

"Squeeze them as hard as you can." 

After that test, he shook his head. 

"Professor Marth, is it normal for the new arm to be so out of proportions and 
weak?" 

He could see most of his classmates glaring or signalling him to shut up. 

- "Morons." He inwardly sneered. "In any scientific field, researchers are always 
looking for curious people, that make questions and challenge the standard 
knowledge. They have no need for trained monkeys that just follow orders. 

Without doubts there is no progress, only stagnation. Kids are so naive." - 

"Yes, it is. It will take a couple years of training and therapy, but after that, it should 
be as good as the old one. Good catch, is rare seeing someone so young showing such 
attention to the details, instead of pestering me to teach him some spell." 

The praises made his classmates feel stupid as sheeps. Professor Vastor was giggling. 

- "1 knew it! Pure gold. Thank the gods for my knack." - 

"Why? Is there something wrong? What would you do differently?" Marth asked. 

Lith pondered for a while before replying. He could not believe that such opportunity 


traitorAIZEN 437 I 698 



would have presented itself right off the bat. All those years spent preparing to teach 
Tista healing magic, were about to get him an unexpected pay-off. 

"Professor, 1 do not mean to be rude, but how much do you know about anatomy?" 

Professor Marth tilted his head by the side, surprised by the apparently silly 
question. 

"1 know everything 1 need. The shape and position of the bones, what and where are 
the various organs, and so on. I'm a healer, not a doctor. 1 only need to know the 
necessary for magic to perform at its best." 

Realizing how shallow was their knowledge, Lith understood that the use of magic 
must had slowed down, if not completely stopped, the scientific progress in the 
Kingdom. He wasn't disappointed, quite the contrary. 

It just made what he had to offer even more precious. 

Lith ripped off a blank page from his notebook and then used water magic to write 
down in detail one of his fake magic personal spells that he had created for Tista 
years ago. 

"An image is worth a thousand words." He said handing the page to Professor Marth. 

"Are you really willing to share your diagnostic spell with the academy and the 
Kingdom?" Professor Marth was dumbstruck, while Professor Vastor was pale as a 
ghost. 

- "He can't be that dumb! Why the heck is he giving up such an advantage against his 
competitors? Can my knack have finally failed me?" He thought. - 

"It's not a diagnostic spell." Lith explained. "It's something 1 created long ago to get a 
better understanding of the human body. 1 don't even use it anymore, but 1 think it 
could be critical to your research in this field." 

Both the Professor sighed of relief, they both had seen too many talented youths so 
eager to please to make irreparable mistakes. 

Full of curiosity. Professor Marth studied the spell. It was really easy, without a doubt 
a tier one spell. 
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"Done. Now?" 


"Please, use it on the captain's original arm." 

After performing the hands signs perfectly, Professor Marth said: 

"Vinire Mark Urth!" Generating a small wisp of light, that on contact, enveloped the 
arm in a warm white light. Suddenly his mind received streams of information, that 
left him speechless. 

The spell was an intentionally weaker, flawed and inaccurate version of what Lith 
was able to see thanks to Invigoration. The difference between the two were like 
heaven and earth. 

The spell was incapable of showing injuries, to detect the mana flow or core or even 
the life force. To prevent Tista to accidentally stumble on true magic, Lith had made 
sure that everything was as he had planned. 

It had no hint about any of those elements, the only way to add them to the spell, was 
rebuilding it from scratch and knowing already what to look for. Its purpose was to 
teach Lith's sister anatomy in detail, without dismembering humans, like he did. 

As it was, Vinire Mark Urth did nothing more than show a fixed 3D imaging of the 
body part it was used on, giving the user a perfect understanding of the patient's 
body. 

"This... This is..." Professor Marth was flabbergasted, considering all the possible 
applications of the spell. 

"You see. If 1 were in your shoes, using this spell..." 

"Hold that thought!" Marth cut him short, running away with the page clenched in 
his fist. 

He returned after barely a minute, dragging another man from the arm, like a 
petulant child. 

"No means no!" The dragged man screamed. "You cannot disturb me every time 
some stupid noble is about to die! Be it the King or his children, 1 don't care. If 1 
spend another hour with all that paperwork, it will drive me crazy!" 
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"For the last time, no one is dying! Shut up and listen!" 


Everyone was pointing to the new guy like he was some mythical beast. 

- "Purple core! My money on him being Manohar." Solus yelled. 

"Why do you keep trying to con me? What use do you have for money?" - 

While Lith and Solus were having a mind-quarrel, Marth explained everything to 
Manohar, handing him the spell. After he performed it too, both Professors looked at 
Lith with eyes full of expectation. 

Manohar was a man in his late twenties, with black hair and shades of silver. He was 
around 1.74 meters [5'9"} meters high, with a slender build and a stubble at least 
three days old. 

"Please, continue." Said Marth. 

"As 1 was saying, 1 would use this spell before sending the most valuable soldiers to 
the front to be able to recreate their original limbs if necessity arises. That would 
avoid all the side effects of the spell that you just showed me. 

Also, in cases like this one, 1 would take the information from the remaining arm and 
use it to generate a mirror image to replace the lost limb. The left and right limbs are 
not the same, but the result would still be much better than this one." 

"And that is not all!" Manohar chimed in, a crazy light had appeared in his eyes. 

"We could even devise a spell that's capable of taking that information by itself, and 
generate the limbs accordingly! We could finally throw away all those useless 
templates, using only one spell instead of many." 

Everyone was shocked at the idea. Manohar often disappeared without notice or 
acted like a tantrumming child, but that kind of madness was the sign of the true 
genius. He had been able to see farther than the spell's creator in a matter of 
seconds. 

Manohar took out his communicator amulet, opening the connection with the 
administrative department. 
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"What's your name, kid?" He asked. 


"Lith from Lutia, sir." 

"Ah! I should have known it! Finally, another smart mage to talk to. You have no idea 
how hard it is for me. Only Marth and a few others are able to have a proper 
conversation, everyone around here is so stupid!" 

"Harrumph." A voice from the communicator amulet stopped his ramblings. 

"Oh yes, 1 almost forgot. Points assignation for the student Lith from Lutia for 
sharing a tier one spell. 1000 points." 

"1000 points?!" Repeated the male voice from the communicator amulet in disbelief. 

"1000 points!?" Exclaimed almost all his classmates becoming green with envy. 

"1000 points?" Asked both Lith and Quylla, that being for the first time in the 
academy had no idea if they were many or few. 

"Yes, 1000 points! Is it so hard to understand?" Manohar was outraged by the 
academy having the gall to hire a clerk dumb or deaf if not both. 

"1 know it's too little..." He said apologetically to Lith. 

"...but 1 can't give you more until 1 discuss it with the board. Also, you'll get 
compensation for each and every one of your suggestions. Good ideas are priceless 
in the research field. Be kind and graduate quickly. 

1 need more people like you and less idiots like this secretary, around these parts." 

"Sir, the communication is still open." The clerk did a great job keeping his voice 
emotionless. 

"1 know it's open, you idiot. That why I'm telling you to get your ears fixed. 1 can't do 
nothing for your brain, but never give up hope. Magic advances every day by leap and 
bounds." 

The clerk politely hanged up the call. 
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"How did you create this spell?" Marth interest was piqued. The idea was simple yet 
ground-breaking. 


"He can save it for his biographer!" It was Manohar turn to drag Marth away by the 
arm. "To the paperwork, for the life on me! And then to the board! You do the talking, 
1 don't speak stupids." 

The gong resounded once more, marking the end of the lessons. After saying his 
goodbyes to Professor Vastor and to his three competitors, Lith walked away 
towards the Prize Hall. 

Based on his understanding, it was time for a little shopping spree. 
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CHAPTER 60 

JUDGING A BOOK BY ITS COVER 


In the White Griffon, like in all the six big academies, students from different years 
had no common spaces, to avoid the older and stronger seniors to haze their juniors. 

This feat had been achieved simply by having each academic year take place on a 
single floor. On the ground floor of the castle, there was the welcome area for the 
visitors and the Secretariat, were clerks would take care of the academy's 
paperwork. 

The first floor accommodated the first year of academy, the second floor the second 
one, and so on. 

Above the fifth floor there were the staff's living quarters and their personal labs, 
but most of the space was noted on the map as either empty or assigned to 
nondescriptly named departments. 

Lith suspected that all the academy's private business, like the hidden 
specializations' training courses, took place there. 

In that moment, thought, while looking at the castle map with Soluspedia, Lith 
wasn't wondering about the academy's mysteries, rather he was cursing its faulty 
design. 

- "Dammit! It's no wonder that the Professors always move around with Warp Steps. 
I didn't realize it at first, but even a single floor is like a small city, much bigger than 
the whole Lutia village. 

The Prize Hall is quite far from the hospital. It will take me at least ten minutes to 
reach it, and much more to return to my apartments. I hadn't planned on doing this 
much cardio! I'm tired, the only things I want to do are sleeping and eating. 

The only silver lining in this situation, is that everyone is suffering the same fate. 
After the gong. Professor Vastor left on his own, leaving us stranded in the ward." - 
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With all that had happened during his first day, the psychological burden on Lith's 
mind was enormous. 

Facing bullies, holding himself to use true magic, being forced to tolerate so many 
idiots without kicking their as*es, was something he was no longer used to. Since his 
rebirth, he had always kept the human interactions to a minimum. 

Now he was constantly on alert, he couldn't lower his guard for a second, the Ballot 
always at hand. He couldn't wait to lock the door behind him, and finally have some 
peace and quiet. 

- "1 don't know if we'll ever be allowed to use Warp Steps in here..." Solus pondered. 

"...but why exactly aren't we floating, flying or something? There is no rule against 
the use of magic within the academy, except if used to harm or harass others."- 

Lith froze on the spot, facepalming because of his own stupidity. 

- "Either I'm too tired to think clearly, or you are definitely smarter than 1 look. 1 love 
you. Solus." Lith thought. 

"1 love you more." She replied. - 

Lith pretended to cast a personal flight spell, and then zoomed away sticking with 
his back on the ceiling. The ten minutes trip became a one minute flight at low speed, 
Lith couldn't risk crashing against someone else. 

During that time, Lith contemplated how having a symbiotic relationship had 
changed his life. He was not thinking about Solus having a 360° 40/10 sight, her 
pocket dimension or any other capabilities. 

What never ceased to amaze him, was how he had come of being used to think of 
himself as "we" rather than "1" in his own thoughts. Despite the terror that she had 
struck in his heart after their first meeting. Solus was now closer to him than his 
sisters. 

They shared even his dreams, while he was asleep. 

When he arrived, the Prize Hall was a complete disappointment. Lith had imagined it 
like a library, but filled with magical treasures, with the shelves occupied by items 
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and their descriptions. 


He had thought about browsing through them, asking the clerks' help from time to 
time, but reality begged to differ. Squeezed between the Battle Mage and the War 
Mage training halls, stood something that closely resembled an ATM. 

On the flashing display there was the blinking image of an opened palm, so Lith 
followed the fool-proof instructions, sending mana into it. The display turned bright, 
making a 3D hologram of a clerk appear. 

It was a chubby woman in her thirties, with a tired face that put Lith's to shame. Her 
eyes focused on his face, Lith could see her fiddling with some kind of crystal. 

"You are Lith of Lutia, right?" The crystal in her hands was projecting a detailed 
image of his facial features. 

Lith nodded. 

"Is anyone there with you? Is someone forcing you to spend your points?" 

"No." Lith was cynical and paranoid, yet he was surprised by how bad things in the 
academies had to be, to enforce such protocol. 

The woman pressed another crystal, and a bubble of light enveloped Lith. 

"You are in a safe zone. No one can see or hear us now. Do you need help? 1 can send 
you a guard in a second with Warp Steps. Are you sure everything is fine?" 

"Yes, 1 am fine. Thanks for your kindness." 

"1000 points on your first day?!" The woman sounded sincerely amazed. 

"Kid, you have hit the motherlode, feel free to check our inventory." 

On the screen appeared something similar to a web page, that he could navigate 
through by using mana. 

Dimensional items' prices ranged from the 100 to over 300 points, magic storing 
rings costed 100 points per tier. There were also weapons available, but Lith had 
never held a real one. 
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His training, back on Earth, made use only of wooden swords, knives and spears. The 
balance was completely different, and without a proper training they would be 
useless against a skilled opponent. Potions were the cheapest objects, costing 10 
points each. 

The most expensive item was the uniform, costing 5000 points. That would allow 
Lith to keep it even after concluding his studies, and have it looks changed to 
something less flashy. 

Sadly, there was no wrist or pocket watch available. 

He bought the cheapest dimensional amulet [80P}, one magic storing ring for each of 
the first three tiers [60OP}, and a physical enhancement potion of each type [3OP}. 
Lith now had all he needed to mask the use of true magic and Solus. 

The clerk sent him the items via Warp Steps one at a time, asking him to imprint 
them in front of her, for security reasons. Even the potions were no exception. 

On his way back, he stopped at the canteen. It was too early for dinner, but he was in 
dire need for comfort food, so he stored a hot chocolate cup and some pastries 
before going back to his room. 

The books had yet to be delivered, so he could finally relax and contemplate his 
purchases. The first thing he did, was use the speed, strength and skin hardening 
potions, comparing their effects with Fusion magic. 

After filling them again with coloured water, all he had to do was to pretend to drink 
one of those to be able to activate Fusion magic without arising any suspicions, as 
long as he kept the effects similar. 

Only when he went to the bathroom, he realized how big his room was. It was very 
similar to a one-bedroom apartment, around fifty meters [55 square yards}. It had a 
double bed in the top right corner, his chest was in front of the bed. 

A couple of meters to the left, against the wall, there was a wooden wardrobe. 

On the left wall there was a hardwood desk and a chair for his studies, with a couple 
of empty bookshelves mounted above it. Furniture aside, the room was empty, 
making it appear even bigger. 
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An inner door lead to the biggest bathroom he had ever seen, occupying over a third 
of the room. There was a real toilet and a sink in front of a mirror, both with running 
water. 

Lith was on the verge of tears, after all those years he had almost resigned himself to 
pee*ng in the wind and pooling in a hole in the ground. Even at Count Lark's home 
the best he could get was a chamber pot. 

Most of the space, thought, was occupied by a bathtub big enough that could 
comfortably accommodate four people. 

- "Is it me, or whoever designed this room has a dirty mind? First the double bed and 
now this?" Lith thought. 

"Makes sense, considering they are piling up teenagers without parental control. 
Remember the spell Nana gifted us before going to the Lightning Griffon?" Solus 
pointed out. 

"Actually, 1 had almost forgot it. But seeing how fast Tista and Rena developed, even 
at twelve years it mustn't have been hard for Nana finding a partner. 1 am tall for my 
age, but still hairless and shorter than most my classmates. 

Not to mention that, even the idea of touching a kid makes me want to puke." - 

Lith then took the most magnificent, comfortable dump since his rebirth. That 
moment alone made every hardship he experienced since coming into the academy 
fade away like a bad dream. 

After that, he took a long hot bath, or at least that was the plan. He had barely dipped 
his body and lathered his hair when someone knocked at his door. 

"1 knew it! This should be the fourth law of thermodynamics: whenever a body and 
soap meet, a parcel arrives!" 

Furious, with a wave of the hand he used water magic to remove most of the water 
and soap from his body, pulling out his uniform from the pocket dimension right on 
his body, like he had never undressed. 

As predicted, a clerk had come to deliver him all the books required for the fourth 
year of academy. Noticing his frown and wet hair, the clerk guessed what had 
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happened and left after making Lith sign his register. 


After a bath and another call home, Lith went to dinner. 

He was about to consume a delicious stuffed blinker when something unexpected 
happened. His perfect solitude was interrupted by three known individuals 
approaching his table. Lith stopped them before they could sit down. 

"Sorry, but we have a saying in my village. The best way to enjoy a blinker requires 
only two guests: me and the blinker." 

"We didn't want to share it, we just wanted to sit here, with you." Yurial said. 

"Really?" Lith knitted his eyebrows. "Aren't you afraid of the consequences of 
associating yourself with a pariah?" 

Yurial laughed at the idea, drawing all the eyes in the canteen. The only thing the 
others knew, was that the four of them belonged to the same specialization. 
Expecting a fight to break out, the room fell silent. 

"What's there to be afraid of? My father is an archmage, he can wipe out most of 
these guys with a finger snap. Besides, powerful mages should stick together." 

"Yeah? What about the glass flask you threw at me this morning? Or the dirty 
handkerchief she hit me on the head with?" Lith said while pointing at Friya, who 
became red from the embarrassment. 

"How do you know it? 1 was right behind you." 

"Tm that good." 

"1 admit it, we started with the wrong foot, but there's no reason we cannot be 
friends." Yurial said with a confident and charismatic attitude. 

"Friends?" Lith stood up, the audience even stopped chewing, trying to eavesdrop 
their conversation. 

"That's the son of an archmage!" "Guess he doesn't fear the coward's end." "1 hope 
they kill each other." These were some of the comments that Lith and Solus managed 
to perceive. 
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"If you were in my shoes, would you really be friends with someone that first 
mistreated you, only to act all friendly when he has discovered your talent? My 
educated guess is no. 

You all should have been smarter, and not have judged a book just by its cover. Lucky 
for me, you revealed your true nature, so I won't buy your nice act." 

"I admit it, I was wrong and I apologize for that." Yurial was unrelenting, Lith had to 
give him that much. "You may not like us, but try to be more pragmatic. If they see 
you with us, your life will be much easier." 

"Point taken." Lith replied. "But right now, I don't feel like making 'friends', maybe 
another time." He extended his hand to Yurial, who promptly shook hit. 

"Thanks for not threatening me with your dad's power. Much appreciated." 

"Would have worked?" Yurial asked with a smile. 

"No, I would have called your bluff. Neither you or any archmage, strikes me as 
someone so petty and short-sighted, of making an enemy out of entire academy for 
something so trivial." 

Yurial accepted the compliment and walked away, closely followed by Friya. Quylla 
remained behind, staring at Lith with her big puppy eyes. 

"Sorry for not helping you this morning, but I was too scared to move." She said in a 
low tone. "They aren't bad guys, I think they deserve a second chance. They have 
been really nice to me." 

Lith snarled, closing his face to hers in a threatening manner, but his voice was 
actually calm and caring. 

"Listen well, short stuff. Never trust people just because of a few cheap words or 
presents. To them our talent is just a tool, they do not consider us as equals. 

People will always be nice and friendly until you serve your purpose, but at the first 
mistake they'll drop you like garbage. Stick to those two, but don't let them use you. 
And now go, before someone thinks we are friends. 

Either you take a Ballot too, or stay the heck away from me. Go!" 
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Lith yelled the last word for the others to hear. In his eyes Quylla was destined to end 
up like Nana, unless she managed to wise up and shed away her childish naivety. 


Finally alone, Lith sat back down and started to wolf down his dinner. 

- "You'll see, you bastards. It's only a matter of time before this young snake from 
Lutia becomes a dragon and swallows you whole." - 


traitorAIZEN 450 I 698 



CHAPTER 61 
ERROR OF JUDGMENT 


The next day, after breakfast, Lith could notice that people were looking at him with 
astonished eyes. He had no idea if it depended by his new set of rings and the amulet 
in plain sight, over the shirt. After all, only the user knew its quality, they looked all 
the same. 

Another possibility was that the news from the Master healer class had started to 
spread. Either way, he didn't care. Lith just waved his hand to those who stared at 
him for too long, giving them the finger and forcing them to turn around. 

The first lesson would be with Professor Trasque again, this time in Theory of 
Combat Magic's training hall. While everyone else was on foot, checking the map 
from time to time, Lith flew straight to destination, arriving several minutes earlier. 

He spent that time with Solus, reviewing all the contingency plans they had prepared 
against Professor Nalear's dumbing effect. 

Thanks to Soluspedia, he had no need to read and memorize what was required for 
any lesson, but he still needed to practice the accents and hand signs. 

Knowing was not doing. Still, Soluspedia had given him a lot of spare time, compared 
to his peers, and he had used that time to prepare for the worse. 

Lith had no idea if his new body was so much worse than his old one against 
hormones, or if his problem was psychologic. 

Maybe he was so disaccustomed to strong positive feelings, that the unexpected first 
crush had been able to caught him off guard. All the good things that happened in his 
life, he had obtained them through effort and hard work. 

He wasn't used for things to go well just because of luck. Lith needed years of 
constant care and affection, before accepting that his new family was composed by 
good people. 
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And now, out of the blue, he had such strong feelings for a complete stranger, that 
just thinking about her, would make him feel all warm and fuzzy inside. 

- "If just the idea of looking into those eyes, bright green as a luscious forest during 
spring, under the noonday sun, makes me weak in the knees and dries my mouth. 

I'm scared to death by what the real thing could do." Lith thought. 

"Yeah, agreed." Solus sneered. "It's only getting worse, you are only a few bad rhymes 
away to write her a poem." 

"Yes." Lith inwardly sighed. "The good thing is that unless 1 think about her. I'm able 
to be my usual self. 1 must avoid turning into a rambling fool if she comes near me. 
Solus, I'm depending on you in case sh*t hits the fan. Do your worst." - 

The training hall was even bigger than the canteen. The space inside was completely 
empty, except for circular rings with a diameter of ten metres [11 yards}, evenly 
spaced among them and spread throughout the whole room. 

Lith's train of thought was interrupted only when he saw Professor Trasque arrive, 
followed by Headmaster Linjos. After all of the students had arrived, Linjos made 
them sit down on the ground. He had something to tell. 

"If any of you is asking himself why Lady Hestia, Lady Vark and Lady Cam haven't 
attended any of yesterday's lessons, the answer is they were busy packing their stuff. 
As a matter of fact, they have been dishonourably expelled from this academy. 

The terrible events that transpired yesterday, have been added to their personal 
files. They can apply to other academies, yet 1 doubt anyone will give them even a 
probation admittance. 

1 am not telling you this because 1 want to threaten you. 1 just want you to realize 
that your actions have consequences. Life isn't a game, there is no do over. More 
importantly, 1 want you reflect about the society you want to live in. 

Does anyone of you know that, despite at the beginning of each year six out of ten 
students belong to the great noble families, seven out of ten of those that actually 
manage to graduate are just commoners, merchants and small nobles? 

And why is that? Because while the nobles waste their time harassing others, 
thinking that their family name will always solve every problem, the others work 
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hard, knowing how important magic is. They don't have the luxury of a second 
chance. 

If a noble fails, he just returns to his beautiful manor, his whole life is still planned 
ahead for him. Those who succeed, instead, have too much to lose, and their 
motivation keeps them focused. Most of the time, a huge part of that motivation is 
revenge. 

Do you realize how many mages have destroyed entire noble households because of 
past grudges? Do you really want to live in a world were commoners tremble in fear 
of the nobles, while the nobles in turn fear the mages? 

It's because of this flawed morality that our Kingdom is slowly devolving into chaos. 
The academy rules don't just protect the commoners from you, they also protect you 
from the mages of tomorrow. 

Might makes right is all fun and games, until you find someone stronger than you. 
Then, it becomes a nightmare, were you can lose everything on a whim of your 
better. Law is a shield to defend the weak, not a sword to threaten others' lives. 

I hope that you all take my words to heart. Thanks for your time." 

As soon as the Headmaster left the room, the air filled with comments about the 
news. It had been years since the last time someone managed to get expelled, and it 
only happened because a Professor witnessed the events. 

It was easy to predict where the discussion was headed, so Lith took out the Ballot 
and stood up near Professor Trasque. He had joined the academy a little more than 
24 hours ago, and all that mean looks routine had already bored him to death. 

Trasque didn't miss any of it. 

"Still blaming the victim, uh? Our Headmaster is really a good guy. He really believes 
in you lot. As for me, I believe that humans are too arrogant and self-centered to have 
any concept of pain outside their own. 

People are only able to empathise with things they experienced hard enough to get 
hurt themselves. That's why I took this job." 

The contrast between Professor Trasque's handsome face and the cruel smile he 
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made, managed to make it even creepier. 


- "Between his veiled threats and the grins, the Professor really seems a full-blown 
psycho. 1 doubt he'll receive many love letters from the female students." 

"Harrumph." Solus objected. "The pot calling the kettle black. That's the same face 
you do almost every minute of the day." 

"Do 1 really have such an unsettling expression?!" Lith was flabbergasted. 

"No sh*t, Sherlock!" - 

"Now, let me explain today's lesson." Professor Trasque continued. 

"These rings are special. Once activated, they become a closed cage, nothing can get 
in or out. 1 can also modify their internal structure as 1 see fit." 

With a few flicks of his fingers, the pavement rose in different sections of the nearest 
ring, forming first a small corridor, then a stairway, and lastly an L shaped path. 

"You will enter in this ring, in pairs. I'll prepare for you different scenarios, and in 
each one there will be an assailant and a victim. The assailant can either use first 
magic or a knife like this." 

Trasque showed them a blunt piece of metal that could barely pass for a wedge. 

"The victim can only use first magic for self-defence. The scenario ends as soon 
either one gets a direct hit." 

Seeing a little too much enthusiasm in some of the students, he decided to make 
things clearer. 

"1 know what you are thinking, but it's not as it looks like. This room is for training, 
not fighting. It means that even winning every scenario, no matter as victim or 
assailant, won't necessarily give you any point. 

You are here to learn how to handle difficult situations. What it really matters is not 
the result, but what you learn from experience. There's a lot of you, so we'll use two 
rings simultaneously. Don't worry, it won't take long. 
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This is a real-life simulation, not a bard's tale. Each try will last around five seconds, 
ten if you really take things slowly. We have plenty of time. To follow the 
Headmaster's wishes, 1 divided you in pairs composed by a commoner and a noble. 

Let's do a few warm-up rounds, to give you an idea. Mister 'most wanted' here, has 
just volunteered. Who else?" 

Seeing no raised hand, he picked a random student. 

- "Solus, since 1 have impulse control issues, limit my output to Nana's first magic 
level." 

"Copy that." - 

In the first round Lith was the victim, while the assailant was a fifteen years old girl 
with shoulder length curly red hair. Despite she was at least five centimetres [2 
inches} taller than Lith, she had no confidence in her physical skills, so she decided 
to use magic. 

When Lith saw that she was actually performing hand signs for first magic, he 
weaved together two spells. The first made a thick layer of ice appear under her feet, 
while the second was a wind blow, the equivalent of a push. 

When she tried shifting her weight to resist the push, she slipped, falling down head 
first. Trasque started laughing his a*s off. The fight had lasted barely two seconds. 

"Tm sorry, 1 really am." He said while helping her to get up, healing her broken nose. 

"1 completely forgot he is a perfect silent hexacaster, that made a living out of 
hunting since he was four, while you led a pampered life, composing poems. There 
was no malice on my side, gods are my witnesses." 

No one believed a single word he was saying. 

"Jokes aside, that was terrible on your side." He said to Lith. 

"Let's see if the problem it's you or your opponent. Who is capable of at least silent 
triple casting?" Few hands were raised. 

"Okay, among you, who received military training?" Among the remaining ones. 
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Trasque picked the biggest guy he could find. It was a fifteen-year-old boy, already 
1.77 meters [5'9"} high, weighing at least 80 kilograms [176 pounds}. 

His muscular body resembled that of a marine. 

As soon as Trasque let them start, Lith threw the knife at his victim, guiding and 
accelerating it with a sliver of air magic. 

The student dodged it easily, but not having any real combat experience, he kept his 
eyes on the knife until it clashed with the translucent yellow barrier that enveloped 
the ring. When he looked back at Lith, he was already in front of him. 

Lith's right hand released a blinding light with the same intensity of several cameras 
flashing together, while the left one was holding a small ice knife, aimed to the 
victim's throat. 

"Okay, stop." Trasque appeared between them, grabbing Lith by the wrist. 

Once again, the battle ended a second after its start. 

"Kid, I don't remember stuttering. Your performance is a perfect example of what 
you don't have to do. Get off the ring. Minus twenty points for you, and that's because 
this was just a warm up. The next time you do that, it will be much worse." 
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CHAPTER 62 

IMPULSE CONTROL ISSUES 


Lith came down the ring with a dumbstruck expression, trying to understand what 
had just happened. 

- "Maybe Professor Trasque wanted to teach you respect for the opponent. By 
beating them like that, you abused your power, and that's exactly what the 
Headmaster criticised earlier." Solus pondered. 

"Trasque caring for respect? After how he threatened everyone and how he laughed 
in the face of that girl? Unlikely." - 

Lith stood there, watching the other students performing their training. As Trasque 
predicted, every exchange was fast, but not as fast as Lith's. The performances he 
saw were mediocre at best, no points were assigned, but none were deducted either. 

He was about to ask Solus to replay for him the exact wording Trasque had used, 
when he finally understood. 

In the following two hours, whenever it was his turn, Lith would let his opponent 
perform his/her attack before neutralizing it when he played the victim, while as the 
assailant he would give them the time to react. 

Doing so costed him several defeats. 

Despite all his battle experience against savage and magical beasts, letting the 
opponent set his/her own rhythm would sometimes put him at a disadvantage that 
was unsurmountable in such a limited space, with only first magic. 

Lith spent most of the time spectating the others, often clicking his tongue at a bad 
move or to his own stupidity. At the end of the lesson, most of the students were 
mentally exhausted. 

The uniforms protected them from any harm first magic could do, but in such a 
competitive environment, even a simulated life and death situation was faced as real. 
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Playing in both roles, had made them realize how easy it was to take their lives, how 
big was the advantage that having a weapon granted during an ambush. 

Only very few of them were actually capable of using first magic properly, the others 
were forced to improvise on the spot, desperately trying to score at least a win. 

Lith was still fuming when Trasque came to him. 

"Have you figured out your problem?" Trasque asked. 

"Yes. This is an academy, not a battlefield. Hence my problem is an impulse control 
issue. During the warm up rounds, 1 took my opponents down so fast that neither of 
us could learn anything from the training. 

In a real-life situation that would be good, but this is just an exercise, where 1 lost 
control on my pride and bloodlust. 1 risked to lead the others by example, making 
them so focused on winning to not learn neither from their fights or those of the 
others." 

Trasque had a pleased expression. 

"Not bad, kid. You avoided ranting about my allegedly unfair judgement and actually 
self-doubted yourself. Usually kids your age are incapable of introspection. 

For that. I'll give you ten points for having learned your lesson, but the total still 
remains minus ten points, because 1 want you to remember it. A mage incapable of 
controlling his actions, is a danger to himself and others." 

Lith bowed to him in sign of respect before leaving for the next class. Ten points 
were worth the Professor's respect, yet he realized that his reactions were out of 
proportions. 

He was used to always be calm and collected, while now he was acting like a caged 
tiger trying to forcefully escape. 

- "This is so unnatural for me. Why didn't 1 pretend to accept Yurial's peace offering 
yesterday? 1 had all to gain and nothing to lose. And today 1 wasn't able to grasp the 
meaning of the exercise until it was too late. 

Could this be another effect of the hormones, or is it my body somehow rejecting my 
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mind?" - 

The thought was quite frightening, so Lith used Invigoration while walking, checking 
every nook and cranny of his being, searching for a clue. At a first look, everything 
was fine, everything was as he remembered from over a year ago. 

But then he noticed that the impurities in his body had moved a little toward his 
mana core, yet that made no sense. It would only happen when he refined his 
internal energy, and he had long been stuck by the bottleneck. 

So, Lith focused on his mana core and discovered the source of all his troubles. It was 
pulsing, like a heart, at every beat it would turn to a lighter shade of cyan, while 
turning back at its normal colour when at rest. 

- "Oh F*ck! My refining of the mana core has overlapped with its natural evolution. 
My core gets stronger over time, like everyone else's, but 1 have pushed mine so far 
that my body can't tolerate any further strengthening. 

My body and core will be at war, until the latter isn't allowed to expand properly. 
That's why my first crush hit me so hard, the imbalance is also affecting my mind. 
From now on, 1 better count up to one hundred before taking any decision." - 

The fear of ending like the Wither, sent chills down his spine. It was a fate far worse 
than death, and he could do nothing about it but hope for the growth spurt to finally 
arrive. 

He was so depressed, that when he reached the Principles of Advanced Magic 
training hall, he barely noticed Professor Nalear. 

The room was almost identical to the one they had just left, but instead of rings, 
strange contraptions occupied most of the space. 

They consisted of a small pedestal, from which came out a reversed test tube, 1.8 
meters [S'11"} high, containing a black sphere made of metal. Every 30 centimetres 
[less than 1 foot} there was a mark on the glass, for a total of six marks. 

"1 hope you have studied and understood the first spell of your book, as 1 
recommended last time, because that's what we are going to do today. Contrary to all 
others tier four spells. Lift works almost like an inferior spell." 
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She recited the spell, "Brezza Reale", and the weight inside the contraption in front of 
her rose completely above the first mark. 

"The problem is, it has no use outside practicing higher magic. What you did just see, 
is the effect obtained by casting it as it was tier three. But..." 

She recited the spell once again, and this time the weight arose above the second and 
then the third mark before falling down. 

"...you can freely add as much buckets of mana as you want. Your goal for this lesson, 
is to manage to rise the weight to the top of the bell jar. You have two hours. To 
barely pass, doing it just once is enough. 

Ten times out of ten means passing with flying colours. Choose your station and start 
whenever you want. For those who don't remember the spell, you can study it now, 
but the time limit is always two hours, starting five minutes ago." 

Professor Nalear ignored all the swearing that followed the students taking their 
position. 

"Is she crazy?" "This is insane! How can they demand for us to become hexacasters 
in two hours?" "If this is her way to get even with us for yesterday. I'll report that 
b*tch to the Headmaster!" 

Those were the politest remarks addressed to her. 

Lith chose a bell jar in line of sight with Yurial, intending to use him as a beginner 
standard. 

According to the school records he had in Soluspedia, an A rank magician was able to 
complete the exercise within half an hour, a B rank in more than one hour, C rank and 
below could fail. 

That gave him an idea of how much time before succeeding, but not how to begin. 
Since Yurial managed to start from the third mark, he did the same just a minute 
later. The exercise was incredibly boring for Lith. 

For a true mage. Lift was an oversimplified spell, that made getting the weight up to 
the last mark easy as cake. Compared to achieving the same feat with spirit magic, it 
was ten times easier. 
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Lith could have done it at the first try, but that would make him too outstanding. The 
worst part was that the only way he had to measure time was for Solus to count the 
seconds. 

After fifteen minutes, he allowed the weight to reach the fourth mark. After a little 
over twenty it reached the fifth, and less than five minutes later it reached the top. 
The bell jar turned red, emitting a "Ding!" sound. 

Lith was so startled that made a little jump back. 

"Seems someone finally made it." Professor Nalear came to his side, her hair smelled 
like roses, making Lith's pressure spike. 

"Twenty points for getting the first spot without any help." She said in her 
communicator amulet. 

"But are you capable of doing it again?" She asked, coming dangerously close. 

Solus did go straight for protocol omega, generating cold spots under his armpits 
and at the back of his neck, to avoid Lith sweating bullets. 

"Yes, of course." He tried focusing on the spell again, despite having troubles 
swallowing down, like he had a tennis ball stuck in his throat. 

The weight rose once again to the top, producing another ding. 

"Interesting, 1 can see the weight has a fluid motion. Five steps?" 

"Yes, once you get the gist of it, is quite easy." He said looking at her nose instead of 
her eyes. 

"Okay, champ. Since no one seems to be brave enough to ask for a hint, humour me. 
Try going slower, put half a second between every step." 

Lith did as instructed, discovering that the spell was actually really versatile, 
allowing to add mana freely, without fixed intervals, as long as the amount was 
always the same. 

"Bravo! Now try faster, like you want to break the bell jar." 
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Soon the situation degenerated in a series of "Faster", "Slower" and "Not so rough, be 
gentler". 

Despite she was clearly referring to the handling of the weight, carrying no double 
entendre whatsoever, those words conjured in Lith's feverish mind images that were 
completely unrelated to magic. 

Despite doing his best to focus on the task at hand, while Solus was cooling him off 
as fast as she could, only Lith's paranoid nature ended up saving him from 
embarrassment. 

That morning he had bandaged his nether regions, so that in the worst-case 
scenario, the rise of the spear hero would cause no bulge in his pants, keeping it 
sticking to his abdomen. 
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CHAPTER 63 
RACKING POINTS 


"Well, we have just passed half an hour from the start of the exercise." Nalear said 
after her communication amulet emitted a low ringing noise. 

"Seems 1 have nothing more to teach you about Lift. Now, do me a favour. Soon many 
will start to get scared or frustrated, and will call me for help non-stop. Be a dear and 
give hints or suggestions to your classmates stuck at least at the third mark. 

I'll take care of the desperate cases." 

Lith had nothing to do for at least another hour and a half, so he accepted, rubbing 
his forehead and closing his eyes, to not look at her face. 

"Great! Ten points for demonstrating complete mastery of the Lift spell, and another 
ten for helping me out." She made a smile so radiant that would have made protocol 
omega useless, despite Solus' best efforts. 

But Lith had timed correctly his thank-you bow, avoiding her gaze, and immediately 
turned back. He had so many people to look down upon, that he felt like a kid in a 
candy shop. 

Yurial had made no improvement, but Lith didn't feel compelled to help him. He'd 
rather preferred for his help to be openly required, if not begged for. 

After looking around, he noticed that Quylla too wasn't too far away. She seemed to 
be swamped at the second mark, sometimes managing to reach the third. 

She was 1.35 meters [4'5"} high, with such a scrawny build that she could hope to 
weight over 30 kilograms [66 pounds} only if soaking wet. She looked so frail and 
weak that a gust of wind would be able to carry her away any moment. 

- "It's amazing how she managed to get a bright green mana core despite being so 
malnourished. If the tonic she received from Vastor really works, 1 wonder how 
powerful she will become." - Lith thought. 
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"Need a hand?" He asked. She was a commoner too, and up to that point, the only 
person that had apologized to him without a hidden agenda. 

"Yeah, thanks. What am 1 doing wrong?" 

"Nothing, is just that you failed to grasp the spell's explanation." Quylla looked at him 
with a downtrodden expression, racking her brain while her neighbours at the 
fourth mark were sneering at her. 

Lith was really tempted to kick them in the nuts, but alas, too many witnesses. 

"If you remember, it mentioned that this exercise requires creating five steps, right?" 

"Right." Quylla nodded, taking a break to give Lith her undivided attention. 

"Every step pushes the weight above a mark, so you may think that you need to 
create five steps, or if you prefer, five small pulses of mana, to push the weight up to 
the top." 

She nodded again. 

"But the book never mentioned that you need to generate them all together. Lift gives 
you a wide window of opportunity to create the steps." 

Noticing that she still wasn't understanding, he dumbed down the concept. 

"Imagine that you must walk a stair to get to an upper floor. You need five steps to do 
it, and it's your mana that creates them. Even if you can maintain only two steps at a 
time, it's plenty enough. 

You just need to get up to the second step, let the first one dissolve, create the 
third..." 

"Move up to the third, rinse and repeat!" Quylla completed the thought. "That's why 
the book called them steps instead of pulses or pushes. To be honest the choice of 
words had puzzled me quite a bit." 

Lith nodded. 

"Otherwise it would require to be able to cast five pulses at a time, and it would be 
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completely unreasonable for the second lesson." 


But Quylla was listening no more. After thanking him quickly, she went back to 
practice, managing instantly to always reach the third mark. In less than ten minutes, 
another ding resounded. 

Her neighbours had long stopped sneering, and once they managed to find the 
courage for asking Lith for an encore, he was nowhere to be found. Quylla ignored 
their requests for help, working hard to master what she had just understood. 

After her, Lith helped Yurial and then Friya. He had yet to decide what to do with 
them, but he had nothing to lose in the exchange. He would kill two birds with one 
stone, showing them his superiority while also making them feel obligated. 

Managing to establish a relationship on equal terms with the heir of an archmage 
and the daughter of an influential noble, would discourage his peers to show open 
hostility if not force them to avoid any further harassment. 

Soon, his outstanding performance in the light department would be well known, 
very few would dare to move against him once Marth and Manohar had shown such 
interest towards him. 

Ah he needed was just another push, and ah the young master/mistress drama 
would become a relic of the past. 

At the end of the lesson, Lith received ten more points from Nalear, since many of 
those he helped had managed to completely understand the true nature of the 
exercise. 

- "That makes fifty points!" Solus was ecstatic. "Too bad we must also deduct the ten 
Trasque took away." 

"It's no use crying over spilled milk." Lith replied. "Besides, after lunch we will have 
our first Forgemaster lesson. 1 can't wait to get my hands on it!" - 

At lunch, Quylla, Yurial and Friya tried to join him once again, and this time Lith 
didn't send them away. He was curious to see what they had to offer in terms of 
knowledge and power. 

Instead, he ended up swamped in small talk. Lith had completely forgotten what 
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high-school conversations were like, how teenagers mostly talked about boys, girls 
or whine about their teachers. 


"Seriously..." Friya stabbed her lasagne like she had a personal vendetta against it. 

"...what kind of Professor just puts you in a room and demands that you figure out 
everything by yourself? How big of a jerk can she be?" 

Lith listened on and off to her, so when the topic at hand became his area of 
expertise, he was ready to answer the question he had just misheard. 

- "At least a double D cup." He thought. 

"By my maker, don't you dare say that out loud!" Solus mind-scolded him - 

"1 bet your family hired a tutor for you." Yurial chimed in, shaking his head at her 
remark. 

"Yes, why?" 

"Only tutors spoon-fed magic. My father never explained anything to me, unless 1 
was uncapable of understanding something on my own. He would just give me books 
and demand results." 

Being clear-headed again, Lith joined the conversation. 

"By the way, why your father didn't teach you all these exercises beforehand? It 
would have given you quite an edge, and 1 don't think the academy would care." 

Yurial shook his head again, sighing. 

"Oh, yeah. Just because my father is an archmage, 1 have all the knowledge of the 
world at my fingertips." He said gritting his teeth. 

"1 wish it was like that. Until my great-grandmother became a mage, our was a family 
of commoners. The two things she passed down on his bloodline are: the spite for 
nobles, no offense." He said raising his in sign of apology toward Friya. 

"None taken." She replied, while actually shivering with fear. The Headmaster's 
words were finally clear to her. People like Lith would resent the nobles that abused 
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their authority, and so would magic bloodlines. 


- "That's why the King is so hell-bent on changing the system." She thought. "Over 
time, us nobles are isolating ourselves from the masses. If it keeps up like this, soon 
the status of noble will be like having a bounty on your head." - 

"And her hard-working nature." Yurial continued. "In my family, the less you do, the 
farther you get from the line of succession. Some of my profligate siblings are as 
good as disowned, with no money or authority of their own. 

The reason why 1 am the heir is because of my talent and efforts, and 1 could lose the 
title anytime if 1 start to slack off. When 1 asked my father to teach me the secrets of 
the academy, do you know how he replied?" 

Yurial made a stern face, speaking with a low, harsh voice, mimicking archmage 
Deirus demeanour. 

"Son, your grandfather was just a noble, not even a mage. My foundations and 
resources for magic where nothing compared to what 1 gave you. If you cannot 
achieve as much as 1 did despite all that, teaching you is pointless. 

For our Kraston family to prosper, you need to be able to walk with your own legs. 
Getting unfair advantages make you lazy and reliant on other's help. There are no 
shortcuts in life to achieve what really matters. Now go back to work!" 

The whole table giggled, Yurial had got so immersed in his persona to yell the last 
part, drawing on him the looks of their neighbours. Realizing his slip-up, Yurial had 
become red, so Lith asked Friya about her tutor, to cut him some slack. 

"1 asked her countless times." She sighed. 

"But she always replied that our money was buying her services, not her loyalty. And 
that she had no intention of taking the smallest risk with the Mage Association for 
such a little sum." Friya scoffed. 

"With the amount we paid her, we could have probably built a fortress. What about 
you, Quylla?" 

Quylla was wolfing down her second serving of lasagna, looking at Lith's steak like a 
hungry tiger. The mouthful she had taken was too big for her to talk, so they had to 
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wait for her to be able to swallow. 


"1 had no tutor." She explained, while trying to wipe the sauce off her face. 

"The healer of our village had been killed by some bandits, so his books were 
available for everyone. 1 was an orphan, too weak to work in the fields, so 1 began 
studying them. 

Once 1 understood magic, 1 became the next healer, until the Duke that was managing 
the rebuilt of the village heard about me. He built a house for me, and when 1 became 
old enough, he recommended me to the academy. You know the rest." 

She returned to give her meal all the care she could. 

"That story is really impressing." Yurial said. "But at the moment 1 am so amazed by 
the amount of food you are eating that 1 cannot think about anything else." 

"1 swear, she wasn't like this yesterday." Friya said. 

"It must be Vastor's tonic." Lith said. "She is shorter then me by a good head, yet she 
is eating more than me. 1 guess she needs a lot of food to catch up. Mind if 1 touch 
your head?" 

Quylla violently blushed, tried to say something, but her mouth was full again, so she 
just nodded, lowering her head. Lith pretended to cast a spell while actually 
activating Invigoration. 

"Your muscles are severely undeveloped, and your bone density is terrible. You need 
to drink more milk, for your skeleton." 

"It's the first time 1 hear this." Yurial asked with a curious look in his eyes. 

"Mind to explain?" 

- "Yeah, sure! How can 1 possible explain the concepts of vitamins, proteins and 
calcium when your language lacks even the words necessary to describe them?" - 
Lith thought. 

"It's an old saying from my village. Meat for the muscles, milk for the bones. How do 
you think 1 got so big at twelve?" Was what he actually said. 
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Despite being three years older than him, Yurial was just a few centimetres taller 
than Lith, while Friya was five centimetres [2 inches} shorter than him. To Lith's 
amazement, the three of them ordered a bottle of milk each, starting to drink it 
instead of water. 
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CHAPTER 64 
NEW SPECIALIZATIONS 


As soon as everyone finished eating, Lith left with the excuse of needing to prepare 
the final details for his first Forgemaster lesson. The actual truth was that having a 
conversation with them, about anything but magic, made him want to rip his ears off. 

- "Damn! Now 1 remember why back on Earth 1 never took a babysitter job, unless 1 
was desperate for money. Kids are so annoying, always worried about what others 
think of them, obsessing themselves with the stupidest things." - 

While he was walking toward his room, he noticed a group of four, one girl and three 
boys, that had pinned another girl in a corner. Before Lith could walk away, the 
bullying quickly escalated in a beating. 

Lith never stopped walking, he just threw a glance of them, curling his upper lip in a 
disgusted expression. 

- "Shouldn't we help her? Four against one is unfair." Solus asked. 

"Life is unfair." Lith replied. "1 don't know, nor 1 care for her. Besides, what could 1 do? 
Even if 1 saved her this time, as soon as 1 turn my back, they would beat her twice as 
hard for revenge. 

If she is so stupid to prefer getting beaten instead of taking a Ballot, that's her 
problem. 1 don't plan on opening an idiot shelter." - 

Back in his room, Lith took a long bath, discussing with Solus what they had learned 
from the book and how far it was safe to reveal his talent and mastery. 

Soon the first gong resounded, indicating that fifteen minutes were left before the 
beginning of the next period. 

Lith flew at full speed, discovering that the lesson would not take place into a 
classroom, but inside the Forgemastering training hall, right beside the Alchemist 
training hall. 
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When Lith landed, both the doors were still closed and many people were waiting 
outside. The students were mingling together. 

From what he could understand, the two specialization courses would take place 
simultaneously, allowing people to meet before and after the lesson. 

- "I'm really interested in the Master Alchemist course." Solus said. "1 think it would 
be a perfect complement to Forgemastering. Who knows, maybe we could even fuse 
them together, obtaining powerful single-use weapons for when we are out of mana." 

Lith's interest was piqued. 

"Yeah, it would be great. Too bad 1 cannot afford another specialization, that would 
mark me as a S rank student. Besides, 1 can't be in two places at once." 

Solus mind-shrugged. 

"That's not a problem, since there's two of us. I'll piggyback on one of the students 
with my shapeshifting abilities. We'll get two specializations for the price of one. 
Wish me luck. See you later!"- 

Before Lith could stutter a surprised reply. Solus had already left his finger. She 
turned into a snow-white blot, using the crowd as a cover, while she got under the 
robe of a kid with the Master Alchemist textbook in his hand. 

Lith was so shocked that his mind went completely blank, until the Professors 
arrived and opened their respective doors. Lith followed her inside the Forgemaster 
training hall, still incredulous of Solus sudden departure. 

Only the mocking laughter of one of his classmates managed to woke him from his 
daze. Luckily, it wasn't Lith the target, but another student that was whining about 
having forgotten his book. 

Lith immediately regained his focus. 

- "Keep calm, old man. Sh*t happens, this is just a small setback. We'll get her back in 
a couple of hours." - 

Thanks to their mind link, he was still able to perceive Solus presence in the next 
room, just like her was able to keep moving, since they were less than one hundred 
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meters [110 yards} apart. 


But because of the distance and the magical nature of the White Griffon castle, they 
weren't able to share their minds as usual. It was like being in a crowd in a club 
event, they were still able to communicate, but it required effort. 

He could perceive that Solus's mind was paying attention to something, the other 
lesson seemed to have already started. 

"Hello, boys and girls. My name is Professor Lyca Wanemyre, and 1 will be your 
instructor in the path towards becoming Forgemasters. 

My class will be different from all the others you follow, because forgemastering is 
different from any kind of magic you have ever learned. You have just moved your 
first step in the seventh department of the White Griffon, the crafting department." 

Professor Wanemyre was a woman in her early thirties, 1.65 meters [5'5"} high, with 
long black hair with shades of red held up in a chignon. She was wearing skin tight 
working gloves that highlighted her long and nimble fingers. 

She didn't have her robe on, so it was impossible to hide her soft, luscious curves. 
Professor Wanemyre was better endowed than Nalear in every aspect, and despite 
she wore no make-up, that made her heart-shaped face stand out even more. 

Her demeanour was less flashy and jovial than Nalear, her calm and composed 
attitude were those of a mature woman, not of an exuberant girl. 

Lith could empathise with his male classmates, that were gulping non-stop, while 
staring at her with dumbfounded expressions. 

- "Lucky me." Lith thought. "Seems that my heart is too little for more than a crush at 
a time. 1 couldn't bear acting out as an idiot again." - 

Wanemyre paid no attention to the agape mouths and the bright red faces. Her 
students were barely teenagers, she was used at their first meet reactions. 

"So many mages are so fixated on elemental magic, that they never mention the arts 
of crating to their disciples. 

So, 1 applaud you for choosing a specialization too often inglorious and 
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underestimated, instead of making things blow up with fire and lightning like most 
of your peers. 


Contrary to what you may have heard or imagined, Forgemastering doesn't require a 
forge, a hammer or ingredients. 

Sure, some proper magic imbued items like mana crystals or the fur of a magical 
beast or monster, can improve the results, but that's material for another lesson. 

Let's start with the basics. Who of you went ahead and learned about forgemastering 
from our book?" 

It was mostly a rhetorical question, the books had been delivered just the day before, 
and between the classes and the self-study, she wasn't expecting much. Yet a couple 
of hands were raised. 

"The early bird gets the worm! Good. Describe to the class how a generic 
forgemastering spell works." She was pointing at a fifteen-year-old boy with red hair, 
the only one to have raised his hand beside Lith. 

"Uhhh, well, uhm... first you need to draw a circle, and... uhm." He actually has 
skimmed the first pages, and had raised his hand to make an impression on the 
Professor, he never expected to be questioned. 

Wanemyre shook her head. 

- "So typical of teenagers, always thinking with the head in the pants first. At least 
this time 1 got only two posers." - She thought. 

"You, with the mean eyes, mind to step in?" 

Lith ignored the remark, replying promptly. 

"Forgemastering requires drawing two magic circles, one inscribed into the other, 
with a series of magical runes between them. The number and type of runes 
depends on the nature of the enchantment to apply. 

The circles must be perfectly drawn with no imperfections, and even their radius 
matter. It must be as close as possible to the size of the item that is going to be 
enchanted." 
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Wanemyre whistled in surprise and approval. 


"Very well said. Where is your book, by the way?" 

"It's all in here." Lith tapped his temple with the right index finger. 

- "No way 1 take it out. Until it's in Soluspedia, 1 can quote it word by word." - He 
thought. 

"Really?" The Professor raised an eyebrow in disbelief. 

"Then do you mind drawing for the class the dimensional amulet circle? Page 22, 
diagram 4." She sneered. 

While everyone was flipping their books, Lith closed in to Wanemyre, who pointed to 
him a flask holding a pungent smelled liquid. 

- "1 wish Solus was here. She would be laughing like a madwoman, mocking me for 
my know-it-all facade." - For the first time in so many years, Lith felt alone, and he 
didn't like that feeling, not one bit. 

The room was so silent that he could listen to the steady beating of his own heart. 
There was no voice in his head, cheering for him or trying to make him laugh, 
everything felt pointless and hollow. 

With a series of gestures, several drops of the liquid flew in the air thanks to water 
magic, splashing on several points of the perfectly smooth white stone table between 
Lith and the Professor. 

The internal and external circles took form simultaneously, one drop moving 
clockwise, and the other counter-clockwise. 

The innermost circle had a radius of ten centimetres [4 inches}, while the other had 
a fifteen cm [6 inches} radius, leaving about five cm [2 inches} between them for the 
runes. 

Only after completing both circles and checking that there were no imperfections, 
Lith moved the remaining drops, forming one of the thirteen runes at a time, 
devoting all his focus on each one. 
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When he finished, Professor Wanemyre clapped her hands loudly, and after a second, 
the class unwillingly joined her. 

"Bravo!" She said. "You weren't pretending, you really studied. Sorry if 1 doubted you. 
Thirty points for your performance, and ten more as an apology. 1 guess 1 should 
have expected as much from Manohar's and Marth's new friend." 

At those words, all those who were planning about revenge or how humiliating Lith 
without incurring in the Ballot, immediately took a 180° turn. It was already hard 
hiring Manohar as it was, if angered, there was no telling how he would react. 

Not to mention that being the Royal Healer he held an enormous amount of influence 
and political power, he just didn't care using it. It was better not to rattle his cage. 

"If 1 asked you to, would you be able to continue the explanation?" 

"Yes." Lith answered. "But 1 hadn't the time to go much further, plus 1 don't believe 1 
have fully grasped the contents. My exposition would be lacking depth and true 
knowledge." The first part was a lie, just to avoid standing out too much. 

Reading twenty pages wasn't much, but the whole book was another story. The 
second part, instead, was the truth. If books were enough, anyone could get infinite 
specializations simply by going to the academy's library. 

"Humble and honest to the boot, worthy of a Forgemaster. Another twenty points for 
you, Lith. Feel free to gather around here, everyone. Since your classmate has gifted 
us with a perfect circle, it would be wasteful not to use it. 

I'll give you a practical demonstration of forgemastering." 
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CHAPTER 65 

A THIRD SPECIALIZATION (2) 


Professor Wanemyre opened a desk drawer, filled to the brim with cheap looking 
pendants. 

"We buy them in stocks, just like the rings." She said picking one at random. 

"The only way to differentiate the various rings, is by the stones embedded within. 
Red for dimensional items, blue for tier 1 magic storing rings, yellow for tier 2, green 
for tier 3. Tier 4 magic storing rings and above are not available in the Prize Hall. 

As it is, it's just your average silver pendant." She placed it at the center of the 
innermost magic circle. After that, she called for help via her communication amulet 
and waited for her assistants to come. 

"Fun fact: dimensional amulets are usually preferred to dimensional rings, since 
most mages prefer to have as many magic storing rings as they can. We still have to 
discover a way to use something other than rings for instant casting." 

The door of the classroom opened, a man and a woman dressed like the academy's 
staff stepped in, and took place beside the magical circle, starting to chant the same 
spell. 

With each cast, the space within the circle was filled with pure non elemental mana, 
to the point that the air inside started to crackle and pop with power. The energy 
became dense enough to lift up the amulet from the table. 

"To use a blacksmith analogy, the circle acts as a magical furnace, withholding the 
stored mana within and saturating the item that has to be enchanted. The circle must 
be perfect, or the mana would leak, leading to a defective product." She explained. 

"The higher the mana density one creates, the better the item will be. But that also 
mean that the Forgemaster will consume a greater amount of mana for the 
enchantment. 
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If the forgemastering spell used is weaker than the mana accumulated inside the 
circle, it will have no effect. A true Forgemaster must always be aware of her limits, 
balance is of the utmost importance in our line of work. 

If the mana density is too low, the item will be useless. Too high, and it would cost so 
much to not have a market value, unless you do it for yourselves, of course." 

When the assistants stopped chanting, Wanemyre stepped forward, gesturing the 
students to move away. Then, she started casting several consecutive spells, both her 
hands and voice almost never stopped. 

One by one, the runes that Lith had drawn between the circles, started moving from 
their original position, taking place around the amulet. They formed an energy 
sphere, absorbing the mana from the surrounding space and injecting it in the 
amulet. 

When the last rune completed the sphere, all the available mana had been 
compressed to the point of being barely able to enclose the pendant. 

With a final spell, Wanemyre fused the sphere with the amulet, the runes shined on 
its surface for a few seconds, before disappearing forever. Only then she took the 
amulet in her hand, showing the class the result other efforts. 

"This little thing here is a top-quality dimensional amulet. Its value is about 340 
points in the Prize Hall and above three hundred gold coins, if you were to buy it 
with cash." 

The idea of so much money condensed is such a little thing made even those born in 
wealthy families gasp in amazement. It was enough to build a manor and buy its 
land. Furnitures and pieces of art to furnish it, would take at least another amulet, 
though. 

"Now, here a few things that books don't explain, and that you may have missed 
during the whole process. I'm especially referring to those that paid more attention 
to my chest rising and lowering, rather than to my brilliant performance." 

She glared to some of the male students, whose faces turned to a bright purple, while 
squealing excuses and apologies. Lith felt compassion for them. If it was Nalear 
instead other, he would probably be in their shoes. 
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The female students, instead, made fun of them, calling them perverts and other 
non-endearing terms. Professor Wanemyre was fuming, there was only so much she 
was willing to bear, even from teenagers. 

She took pride in her talent and deep expertise, being treated like a slab of meat was 
the worst insult anyone could do to her. She covered her chest with her arms before 
taking a deep breath to calm down, in order to continue. 

"Not everyone is able to become a Forgemaster. That's because together with the 
War Mage, is the specialization that requires the greatest mana capacity. 

While for a War Mage it determines how much destruction they can bring, without a 
huge amount of mana, a Forgemaster cannot create the most powerful enchanted 
items in our repertoire. 

Mana capacity is needed, not only to overcome the high mana density required for a 
great item, but also because every single rune requires its own spell to be engraved 
in the object. 

Each spell is relatively simple and short, but you must need to be able to cast them in 
a rapid succession without delay. This because as soon the magical furnace is loaded, 
the mana tries to escape, and even a perfect circle can only hold on for a while. 

Usually, after ten seconds, the circle destabilizes, and the mana begins to leak. This 
means that 1 had to cast thirteen spells, one for each rune, plus another to 
permanently imprint the energies in the amulet, for a total of fourteen spells. 

Each of them was able to overcame the mana density, and 1 had to do everything 
within ten seconds, or 1 would have just wasted a lot of mana for nothing. 

Bear in mind that once an object is saturated by mana, if the forgemastering process 
fails, it cannot be repeated. The energy remnants from the previous failure would 
still linger, making any further attempt a waste of time. 

Even this castle is the product of the work of countless Forgemasters. Every single 
stone has been enchanted, before assembling them as you see it today. Otherwise it 
would be impossible to imbue with magic something this big. 

And that is just the first requirement. The second is that a Forgemaster must be a 
jack of all trades, no matter if she is a master of none. In my line of work, 1 need to be 
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proficient in all the six elements. 


You will also need patience, love for research and a strong build. Manipulating this 
magnitude of energies is not something pipsqueaks can afford to do, not without 
incurring in permanent damages that would accumulate over time" 

Lith rose his hand. 

"Yes?" 

"1 can understand most of the items 1 saw in the Prize Hall, and link their properties 
with the six elements. But 1 don't get how Warp Steps and dimensional items work. 
What element do they belong to?" 

"Excellent question. The answer is: to all of them. The only force that can bend space 
and time is gravity. Powerful Forgemasters of the past, discovered that air and earth 
magic are the bare minimum to create such powerful gravity. 

But to stabilize it, to make such items not only reproducible but also to allow fine 
control over them, all the elements were required. It's a field of research that has 
never gone dry, there are still so many things to explain." 

- "1 think 1 understand." Lith thought. "They need the electromagnetic waves from 
the lightning to resonate with the gravitational pull earth magic generates, and 
enhance it to bend time and space. 

Fire and water magic probably allow to avoid side effects, like the formation of 
vacuum, overheating or freezing while creating such powerful gravitational force. 

1 can't even fathom what darkness and light are used for, thought. They didn't exist 
back on Earth, science can't help me with them." - 

During the rest of the lesson. Professor Wanemyre proceeded to explain how they 
would manage the rest of the course. She wouldn't allow any of them inside the 
training hall again, until they had learned the theory behind forgemastering. 

Having students messing around with magic circles was too dangerous, since high 
density mana was highly volatile and could cause huge explosions, if not controlled 
properly. 
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After that, they would need to memorize all the basic runes and how to combine 
them, until being able to produce all the basic enchanted items. 

Only those who passed all the tests would be admitted to the fifth year, learning how 
to add multiple properties to a single item. 

By the end of the lesson, Lith was fuming like a volcano, ready to explode. 

Being in the first row, helped him to better understand Professor Wanemyre's 
teachings, noticing the finest details about how to draw runes. 

At the same time, though, he was also able to feel the pressure coming from all his 
classmates standing behind him. 

In normal conditions, he would find disgusting the idea of being surrounded by 
strangers, hearing their whispers and being subject to their glares, yet he would bare 
it all. 

But since his mana core and body were at odds, constantly fighting and messing with 
his mind, it was much harder for him to control his reactions and hide his emotions. 

It was Solus' voice and presence that helped him paying them no heed, using their 
bond to soothe his most violent reactions. In the last two hours, though, they had 
been separated. 

And now Lith was forced to wait for her outside the training hall, since the Master 
Alchemist lesson had yet to finish. It was really irritating for him, standing alone in a 
crowd for the umpteen time since his first life. 

Even during high-school Lith had always been different from his peers, focused on 
paying the bills instead of goofing around. Seeing their carefree attitude, how easy it 
was for them to relax and make friends, made him green with envy. 

Suddenly, the Alchemist training hall opened, and a small insect came out of it, 
reaching Lith's leg unnoticed and then turning into a liquid, going back toward his 
hand. 

- "Sorry it took so long, but everyone made so many questions that the Professor 
forced everyone to stay behind. Want to grab something to eat?" Solus asked. 
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"Good idea"- Lith anger dissolved like snow on the Sun. 
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CHAPTER 66 
CHANGE OF PLANS 


- "Before going to the cafeteria, can we please go to the Library? I need to copy the 
whole book to be able to follow properly the next lessons." Solus asked. 

"How do you plan on doing that? My Forgemaster schedule is full of theory, 1 doubt 
we will cross the Alchemists again." 

"That's why 1 stole a schedule from an airheaded kid. We just need to make time so 
that you can give me a ride back and forth. Now I'm strong enough, surviving two 
hours by myself is easy as pie." - 

In a corner of his mind, where Solus couldn't read unless she willingly searched for 
it, Lith added: 

- "Wish 1 could say the same." - 

On the road to the library, they shared their memories of the respective lessons, yet 
Lith omitted all the parts where he suffered from loneliness and isolation. In his 
mind it was a sign of weakness, something to be ashamed of. 

- "By my maker! Another hot teacher? Even the male Professor from the Alchemist 
class was quite a sight for sore eyes, the girls wouldn't stop staring at his a*s every 
time he turned around to write on the chalkboard. 

Do you think that it depends on their mana cores, or is it just a marketing move on 
the Headmaster part?" 

"Both are possible, but 1 believe the latter to be more likely. Young minds are easily 
swayed around, especially if their hormones are properly channelled. 

Back on Earth, my medium school music teacher was so hot that all the boys in the 
class learned how to play at least an instrument properly. Some even started 
listening classical music, just to impress her." - 
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When they reached their destination, and opened its double doors, the academy's 
Library turned out to be exactly as Lith had imagined the Prize Hall to be, except 
with books instead of magical items. 

The bookshelves were full to the brim, forming corridors between themselves. The 
room was so big that Lith suspected they had made it with dimensional magic. At the 
entrance, a clerk in his mid-twenties asked if he needed help. 

Luckily, the library had been organized well, and with the clerk's directions Lith was 
soon back with the Master Alchemist textbook and all the tier four magic books he 
managed to carry with him. 

On every shelf there was a tag, stating that the use of dimensional items was 
prohibited, and Lith would never risk getting banned by such gold mine. 

"I'll borrow these books, please." He said. 

The clerk was shocked by the amount, it was more than the average person would 
borrow in a whole year. 

"Sorry sir, the max allowed is three books at a time." 

Lith clicked his tongue, picking the book for Solus and a tier four spellbook each for 
the War Mage and Battle Mage specialization. He was eager to find out what spells of 
mass destruction looked like and how to improve his battle spells. 

Cross checking Lith's profile with the books of his choosing, the clerk inwardly 
smiled. 

- "Sigh, so young and naive. He is clearly biting more than he can chew, but at his age, 
everyone dreams of being a genius." - 

Back in their room, they spent all the time before dinner copying the books. They 
had long prepared for the mammoth task, bringing with them enough empty books 
and ink in the pocket dimension to put the Encyclopaedia Britannica to shame. 

Solus' task was the longest one, she needed to copy every single page, while Lith 
would just make an abridged version of each spell, copying only hand signs, accents 
and a short description alongside its name. 
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That would make possible for him to recognize those spells on sight, so when facing 
another mage, he would have the opportunity to take the necessary 
countermeasures. It would also allow him to reproduce them with true magic 
without being discovered. 

At dinner, he sat once again with his fellow healers. As much his heart cringed at the 
thought of their company, he wouldn't be at the academy forever. 

Lith needed reliable connections in the outside world too. Besides, he had just 
discovered how lonely he really felt without Solus. 

He needed to get back in touch with his human side. 

The mood at the table, though, was gloomy. Friya kept stirring the food in her plate, 
just nibbling from time to time. Quylla wolfed down her food, again, but there was no 
joy in it. She kept avoiding their gazes, like she expected to be scolded any second. 

Lith was gripped by his inner conflict. He would have much preferred being alone 
with Solus, yet he needed to get a hold of his emotions, like the adult he was. 

Now that he had a cool head again, he had realized that even Professor Wanemyre 
had called him "mean eyes" at their first meet. Solus had proven to be right all along, 
he couldn't keep glaring all his life. 

He had to make peace with his inner self, or at least learn again how to control the 
emotions that showed on his face. To achieve any of that, he needed to be around 
people, either learning to appreciate their company or at least to fake it. 

Yurial had the impression that someone had died, and he was the only one kept in 
the dark. 

"Friya, how was your day?" He said trying to break the ice. 

"Terrible. It's just the second day and 1 needed help to succeed in Nalear's class and 
in my Mage Knight specialization. Don't get me started about Trasque. 

1 don't know if it felt worse scoring so few wins, or his smug grim every time 1 lost to 
a commoner. 

Why that stupid tutor of mine didn't focus more on chore magic? 1 feel so stupid and 
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insignificant. I have always considered myself as someone talented, special. 


Yet now 1 am just another noble that everyone makes fun of, either because of my 
looks or my lack of skill. 1 am so tempted to give up, but I'm the first person in my 
family to get accepted in one of the six great academies. 

1 cannot waste this opportunity." 

"It's perfectly normal to feel that way." Yurial replied. "1 didn't fare any better today, 
and my father is an archmage. But from Nalear's class, 1 learned that it's better to 
swallow my pride. 

1 didn't hesitate to ask for hints during my Warden specialization, since time is part 
of the grade. 

What about you Lith? Why are you feeling so down? 1 heard you aced your 
forgemastering class, gaining quite some points. You should be walking on air, don't 
let yesterday's bad memories ruin your day." 

Lith put down the silverware, trying to collect his thoughts. 

"Being harassed is never pleasant, but 1 faced worse. I'm not worried about that. As 
for my success. I'll admit it was quite pleasant. If 1 dismissed it saying things like 'it 
was nothing much'. I'd be a lying hypocrite. 

But Like Friya, it's my first time too being away from home, surrounded only by 
strangers. It helped me realize that 1 spent so many years hunting in the wild, that 1 
forgot how act like a human. Be honest with me, do 1 glare a lot?" 

"Every second." "Yes." "Always." The consent had been unanimous. 

Lith didn't trust them, so he had shared with them just a secondary issue. He was 
actually talking about his real worry with Solus, to make his expression match his 
emotions. 

- "As much as it pains me to admit it. I'm worried about the future. Now 1 have 
everything planned out, but what if 1 succeed? 1 have no purpose outside making me 
immortal, and at the end of the day, is it even worth it? 

Rena has already left, Tista will sooner or later marry, and my parents deserve to 
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finally have some happiness and time on their own. But where that leaves me? 
Outside my family and you, 1 have nothing and no one that 1 love. 

1 can't live my life for them. Not only 1 would become a burden for them, but it would 
also aggravate my problem. Sooner or later, everyone will die, and 1 will be left alone. 
What worth could possibly have a world devoid of joy?" 

"Oh Lith, you are really hopeless." Solus was really moved, he had actually put her at 
the same level of his family, outside a joke context. 

"You are just twelve, yet you already worry about something that will happen 
decades in the future. 1 told you back then and I'll tell you again, give this world a 
chance. Over time, many things can happen or change. 

Focus on the present, whatever problem you'll have, we will face it together. Trying 
to control and predict everything is a desperate endeavour, and it will eat you from 
the inside." - 

"My father always says that from great power comes great isolation. But don't worry, 
Lith. That's what friends are for. To shed a light in your darkest days." Yurial patted 
him on the shoulder, trying to console him. 

In another moment, Lith would have sneered at him, pushing his hand away. 

But thanks to being able of making small talk with strangers again and mostly to 
Solus' words, he managed to actually relax his expression for the first time since in 
the academy. 

"Thanks, Yurial." He said with a smile. 

- "Friends, uh? Then why are you consoling me and my small problem, instead of 
Friya that has much bigger issues? Not to mention he completely ignored Quylla. 
Friend my a*s, you are just trying to suck up to me." - 

"What happened to you, Quylla?" Lith asked. 

She followed his example, taking a pause from eating to talk easily. 

"Honestly, this academy sucks hard, it's even worse than my village. Before becoming 
a healer, 1 was considered a burden because 1 was too small and weak. 
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After learning magic, since I was much stronger than my predecessor, everyone 
started treating me like a monster. Even as a child, 1 could tell that they were afraid 
of me, of what 1 could have done if 1 wanted revenge. 

1 always felt different and alone back home, so 1 decided to come to the academy, 
hoping to find others like me. To make friends, to have a magical family that could 
understand me, someone to actually trust." 

The more she spoke, the angrier she became. 

"Instead my bubble burst from day one. Everyone here pushes me around, calling me 
names like cockroach, skank, and after 1 started taking the tonic, even pig. I'm sick 
and tired of being afraid. In hindsight, 1 was better off at the village. 

At least there they feared and respected me. Here Tm a laughing stock, either 
because I'm short, ugly or because 1 picked only a specialization. But what could 1 
have done? 

1 never learned how to fight, my body can barely withstand powerful healing magic, 
let alone more violent kinds of magic. During Trasque's lesson, 1 lost all my fights, 
and even if they humiliated me, he never reprimanded one of them! 1 hate him tool" 

To be fair, no one had dared to humiliate anyone, not after Lith had so easily lost 
points at the beginning of the exercise. Trasque had let them fight fair and square, 
the problem lied in Quylla short arms and flimsy build. 

Being unable of using any kind of silent magic, except for the light one, even girls of 
her age could overpower her with a single hand. Using magic or a weapon was just 
overkill. 

Lith: "Guess the only one that had it easy is Yurial." Friya: "Yeah, mister 'archmage 
heir'. No one has the guts to mess with him." Quylla: "F*cking lucky b*stard." 

Suddenly, an honest smile appeared on Lith's lips. The mood around the table suited 
better his tastes, so full of anger, mistrust and deception. He saw potential in each 
one of them, especially Quylla. 

She resembled a young Tista that he could turn into another Lith. He was the only 
one, aside maybe from Professor Vastor, that knew that once her body developed 
properly, her mana core would have no limits to its growth. 
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Cyan for sure, maybe blue, if not purple. 


"Well, Quylla, people don't need a reason to pick on you." Lith said. 

"They need one not to. And the best reason you can give them is a Guilty Ballot. 
Think about it, 1 am tall for my age, talented, or at least so they say, and yet 1 get 
harassed on daily basis. 

If the tonic works and you start to grow, nothing will change. Remember Nalear's 
story, she had talent and looks, yet survived only because of the Ballot. You should 
learn from her, and not repeat her mistakes." 

He could see from their faces, that both Quylla and Friya were seriously considering 
the idea of getting a Ballot of their own. Lith needed a few deep breaths, to find the 
strength to say what he needed to. 

"As for your problems with first magic, 1..." He needed his sheer willpower to keep 
his expression relaxed, instead of acting like someone that was spewing poison off 
his tongue. 

"1 could teach you all. We don't have lessons during the weekends, we would have 
plenty of space and time." The table exploded with cheers, his proposal was 
immediately accepted. 

Lith knew that respect and trust were something that had to be given, before they 
could be given back. Yurial and Friya had both a light cyan mana core, like Nana, but 
theirs could still grow. 

Quylla had a bright green mana core despite her childish body, so for her the sky was 
the limit. Even without his help, it was just a matter of time before they mastered 
first magic. 

He would exploit their desperation, giving them what they wanted before it lost its 
value. Just like when he helped Marchioness Distar, it was the best moment to make 
his investment. 
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CHAPTER 67 
MOCK EXAM 


In the following weeks, life at the White Griffon academy became more hectic by the 
day. After the Lift spell, Professor Nalear made them learn more educational spells 
with increasing difficulty and restrictions, putting the students to test at every 
lesson. 

Professor Trasque started making use of all the available rings in the training hall, 
giving them military trained soldiers as sparring partners. They were equipped with 
enchanted armours, and would use a different weapon every lesson. 

The students, in turn, could only use one element, based on the scenario Trasque had 
devised for each training session. After every defeat, their partners would teach 
them footwork and point out their mistakes. 

The Master Healer lessons went without a hitch. The divide between Professor 
Vastor's favourites and the rest of the class, became so wide that soon no one dared 
anymore to hope stealing their spotlight. 

The only thing left for the other students, was trying not to fall too much far behind 
and placing their bets about who would come out on top. 

Most of the Forgemaster courses took place in a classroom. Professor Wanemyre, or 
one of her assistants, taught them how to differentiate runes based on the elements 
and how to combine them to obtain different effects. 

Solus was enthusiast about the Master Alchemist lessons she kept taking, and 
promised Lith a big surprise. She had quickly finished copying her book and now the 
two of them would raid the academy's library at every visit. 

As for the private lessons, they went smoother than Lith had expected. After a 
month, Quylla had already mastered five kinds of silent magic, while Friya and Yurial 
were struggling with the fourth one. 

[AN: normal first magic requires hand signs and magic word, silent magic just the 
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word or the signs, perfect silent requires only gestures to better direct and control 
the conjured effects} 

Her learning rate was terrifying, worthy of someone that managed to enter the 
White Griffon with no mentor. Lith suspected her to be a genius, and kept a close eye 
on her. 

Thanks to the tonic, she had grown of 5 centimetres [2 inches} and had gained 10 
kilos [22 pounds}. She was still thin, but her mana core had already evolved to deep 
cyan. 

Over time, he had managed to gain their trust and confidence, or at least so he 
hoped. Lith decided to teach them only silent magic, keeping the secrets for perfect 
silent magic and multi casting for himself. 

He wanted them to be reliant on him, not dependant, or it would dampen their 
growth and self-confidence. Not to mention he had no desire to give away such 
precious secrets and get nothing in return. 

Lith had proved them that they could trust him, now it was up to them to return the 
favour and show their usefulness. 

It was exactly a month after the beginning of the private lessons, that all the fourth- 
year students were summoned by the Headmaster in the Main Hall at the ground 
floor, right after breakfast. 

Several Professors appeared as soon as the gong that signalled the nearing start of 
the lessons resounded. They opened multiple Warp Steps, bringing them to their 
destination. 

The abrupt change of their routine left them confused. They had started that day like 
any other, preparing the spells and the books for the daily courses. 

"Hello, my dear students." Linjos said when the last Warp Steps closed. 

"1 hope you enjoyed breakfast, since it will be the last decent meal you'll get for a 
while. At least, if you are good enough. Today, you will start the mock exam, to 
prepare for the trimester's finals. 

You will be split in groups of five, according to the specializations of your choice. 
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Each group will be composed by two attackers, two defenders and one healer. Your 
current evaluation will affect how your group will be formed. 

The duration of the exam is one week. It will take place in the forest surrounding the 
White Griffon. The only thing that's required from you is to survive as long as you 
can. 

Don't worry, it's a controlled environment, the Professors will rescue you in case 
anything goes wrong. Questions?" 

Several hands were raised, Lith's was among them. 

"Lith from Lutia, speak freely." 

"1 thought there would be no tournaments or competitions." Lith said. "Why this 
change?" 

Linjos chuckled. 

"It's no competition. The forest is really big, different groups will go in different 
areas. 

The chances of meeting are nigh zero, and even if it happened, a team disrupting 
another would be immediately stopped, with devastating effect for its members 
grades. 

1 forgot to specify that you will be constantly monitored, so beware what you do or 
say." 

His voice became cold during the last phrase, searching in the crowd for the most 
troublesome figures. Then, he pointed to a girl. 

"Histi Cawfor, speak freely." Lith recognized her, she was one of the last placed in the 
Healer class. 

"Isn't this setup too unfair? Forests make no favours, if the groups are formed based 
on the evaluations, isn't it like dooming those who are still struggling to failure?" She 
was of course speaking of herself. There wasn't a single topic where she shined, yet. 

"You misunderstood my words." Linjos shook his head. 
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"The groups will work on equal footing. What 1 meant before, was that they have 
been assembled so that all the groups have the same rank. 1 would never allow such 
a pointless exercise. 

This is an opportunity for you to socialize and learn to rely on each other. The test is 
meant for the whole team, not for the individuals. If the Kingdom will ever call for 
your help, you won't get to choose who to work with, you'll need flexibility and 
solidarity." 

Murmurs filled the air, the students who reputed themselves good were already 
cursing their trashy teammates before even knowing them, while the bottom feeders 
were praying the gods to give them someone that would lead to an effortless success. 

All hands went down at that point, so Lith raised his own once again, while the 
sorting had already begun. 

"Tm sorry. Headmaster, one last question. 1 get that this is a team effort, but what if 
someone fells to a beast and get saved by a teacher? Can he get back in the team, or 
does the whole group fail? 

"He/she will be considered to have 'died' and returned to the castle. If only one 
member remains, a group is considered as wiped out. Needless to say, harming your 
own group is forbidden. You have to solve your differences, not escalate them." 

Suddenly the air was shaken by a furious bellow. 

"What do you mean 1 am in the same group of this commoner trash?!" 

Curious, Lith asked to Linjos, who explained to him she was the one on the top of the 
Battle Mage specialization, and was referring to a girl that was quite far behind her. 

"Thank you for pointing it out, young mistress." Said Professor Binlow, the one in 
charge of the battle mage classes. The girl put up a big, satisfied smile, finally 
something was going her way. 

"Minus fifty points for questioning orders, and another minus fifty for having the gall 
to say that to my face!" He yelled at her like a true drill sergeant, making her cower. 

"Without discipline there is no victory. An arrogant leader who disrespects her 
soldiers, can only lead them to defeat! Besides, who's trash? Have you ever fought 
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something in your life? How do you know how she reacts to danger? Or how you do? 


Real fights are different from the classes, and usually those who flap their gums more 
are the first to fall in battle. Now shut up, unless you want to lose another fifty!" 

Having lost half her points in one go, she obeyed. 

Lith ended up in a group of three girls and a boy. He didn't know any of them, so he 
tried to do his best to act friendly, like he did with the healers' group. In the last 
month he had regained quite a bit of his social skills, and lost his edgelord 
demeanour. 

When Professor Trasque opened their Warp Steps, he was ready to move forward, 
when one of the girls grabbed him by the shoulder, forcing him to a halt. 

"Professor Trasque, you haven't told us who is the leader. The chain of command 
must be clear." 

Lith facepalmed inwardly, while Trasque, with his usual sass, did it openly. 

"Good gods, are you deaf or what? This is a group exercise, between people that 
don't know each other. Is up to you to decide who is the leader, and is a choice that 
has nothing to do with grades, status or prestige. 

A leader doesn't just yap orders around, she will also bear the responsibility if her 
team fails. Is it clear?" He glared at the nearest girl, before pushing them all through 
the dimensional door. 

Once inside the forest, all Lith's senses went on alert. It was a completely unknown 
environment, he could rely on the books inside Soluspedia to recognize plants and 
animals, but they were of little use for survival. 

Magical beasts would not give him points for his expertise, they would only try to rip 
him apart, dooming him to failure. 

He was looking at the tree barks, while sniffing the air with his heightened sense, 
trying to ascertain the nature and kind of the local predators, when the worst noise 
possible reached his ears. 

"We still have to decide first who's in command." Said another girl. 
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- "F*ck me sideways! How can anyone be such a bonehead? If they keep up like this, 
we'd better surrender." - He thought. 

All his efforts to talk sense into them ended up in failure, they accused him of trying 
to steal the spotlight again, like during the common classes. 

Lith had even opened his speech saying he had no interest in being the leader. He 
just wanted them to be quiet and start moving. That just made them angrier, yelling 
at him to stop ordering them around. 

In the meantime, a few dozen kilometres away, the ruler of the forest was taking its 
first morning nap, snoring soundly. One of the giant front paws was pressed against 
its eyes, shielding them from sunlight while enjoying spring's warmth. 

With each of its breaths, the world energy would enter its body, nourishing and 
strengthening the mana core, pushing it forward to the next evolution. Numerous 
small birds scampered on his curled massive body, chirping boldly. 

Nothing would dare attacking them while on the highest throne. 

"Boss! Boss!" An enormous Ry, its height at the withers reaching 2 meters [6'7"}, 
with a golden fur, with shades of red and yellow, approached galloping. The birds 
gave it no heed, continuing their business. 

"Wake up! It's that time of the year again." 

The Scorpicore's body shook up, suddenly alert and clear-headed. 

"Oh gods, no! I'd swear I had cubs until just a few months ago. Finding a decent mate 
is such a hassle! Not to mention how much care those adorable furbahs require. 
Thanks, M'Rook, but I think I'll hard pass. I need some me quality time." 

If a living human soul was allowed to spectate, he would see a Ry facepaw itself in 
frustration. 

"Not that! I mean the man-pups from the made-mountain have invaded your turf 
once again." 

The Scorpicore stood up on its four, stretching its spine and front legs with cat like 
movements, forcing the birds to fly away. 
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"You moron, you should have said that earlier!" It growled, towering above the Ry 
like an adult with a child. 

"Finally some fun! Alert all the dens, 1 hereby declare the game season open!" 
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CHAPTER 68 
MOCK EXAM (2) 


Author's Note: the [] marks beasts speaking beast tongue, not human language. 


The Scorpicore was a monster big enough, to make any sane man willing to face it 
rethink his life choices, no matter how brave he was. 

Its shoulder height reached almost the three meters [9'10"}, it had a scarlet red fur 
and mane, with shades of white, black, blue and yellow. Actually, there were also red 
shades, even though only an interior decorator could have noticed them. 

The monster had the body and the head of a lion, bat-like membranous wing coming 
out from his back and the tail was that of a scorpion. 

From one of its pocket dimensions, the Scorpicore took out a gold rimmed pince-nez, 
that as soon touched the snout, grew big enough that each of its lenses became the 
size of 17" screen. 

["Let's see where are the nearest playgrounds."] Thanks to the magical glasses, the 
monster gained an ability that closely resembled Solus's mana sense, paired with the 
ability to zoom in like a telescope. 

["One group is near the green spring, another in the river clearing..."] Despite the 
great distance, it was able to locate the groups of five unknown mana cores, 
identifying the students' drop spots. 

["Order and chaos, these humans have no imagination. Everything is identical to the 
last time! Where's the fun in that?"] 

While grumbling about mankind's lack of originality, the Scorpicore started sending 
teams of three magical beasts to intercept the humans and banish them from the 
forest. 
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["Rules of engagement?"] M'Rook asked. 


["Same old, same old. Make a roar, growl, po*p on them, whatever. Let them 
somehow notice your arrival, otherwise everything will be over before we can say 
'order up'. As long as the Headmaster doesn't break the rules, we'll play along."] 

["The who?"] 

["By the Great Mother, M'Rook, you are an excellent second in command, but you 
need to start to pay attention to human's hierarchies. The Headmaster is the boss of 
the castle, the thing you call made-mountain."] 

It had almost finished dispatching the clean-up teams, when it noticed a pleasant 
surprise. 

["Wait a minute, there is one group of six mana cores instead of five. 1 call dibs on 
that!"] 

["What's a mana core?"] Asked a Cron, a hawk evolved in a magical beast, the size of 
a small piper plane. 

["You are too young for that, Sentar. Survive another twenty years and I'll teach you 
how to evolve again."] 

["Boss Scarlett, you are making no sense, we are already at the pinnacle, right?"] 
Sentar tilted its head diagonally in disbelief. 

["Yeah, right, and 1 was a born a Scorpicore. No dimwit, magical beasts are just a 
step. Before evolving in a Scorpicore 1 was just a Shyf [AN: see chapSO), and before 
that 1 was a cute and cuddly house cat."] 

Scarlett rolled on its back, exposing the giant tummy to the sun, purring like a 
muscle car. Despite all its efforts, it was more disturbing than cute. 

["You are joking right?"] Asked M'Rook. 

["No, Tm not. It's not like only you forest folk can turn into magical beasts. And if you 
keep doubting my word. I'll rat you out to one of my dragon friends that once was a 
lizard. 
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I'm sure he will be happy to have you all for dinner, with some good red wine."] 


The various magical beast preferred swallowing down their incredulity. Boss Scarlett 
told them the most ridiculous stories all the time, yet every single one of them 
turned out to be true. 

["M'Rook, Termyn, Sentar enough chatting, follow my lead!"] With a single flap of its 
wings, the Scorpicore took off. Only Sentar was able to follow it, while M'Rook and 
Termyn, a Cingy [boar type magical beast), could only stare up. 

["What a d*ck."] They said as one, while the Scorpicore was laughing its a*s off. 

["Have you seen their faces? This joke never gets old. They are too serious. They 
need to learn how to sit back and relax. When I was your age..."] 

Sentar stopped listening to the Boss' rantings, just nodding from time to time and 
giving a random answer. 

Meanwhile, Lith's group was still arguing. Everyone wanted to be the leader, to prove 
themselves being as good as the so-called top tier students. Lith could only think of 
them as four caged hungry dogs, with only a piece of meat. 

The problem was that the cage restricted only them from harming each other, it 
offered no protection from real threats. Every second they spent yelling and arguing, 
was like setting up the table for all the beasts in the proximity. 

He had already tried all the diplomatic approaches he and Solus could come up with, 
but with no result. Him being a top tier, made them dismiss all of his proposals as 
attempts to rack more points at their expenses. 

Sick and tired of their childish behaviour, Lith summoned a strong gale, that took 
them by surprise, making them fall butt first on the ground. 

"Listen up, you idiots." If being nice didn't work, he could as well return to his 
original demeanour. 

"Do you see that, that and that?" He pointed at several claw marks on different trees 
nearby. 

"Those are not rustic decorations to embellish the landscape. Beasts use them as 
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territorial marks, meant to warn intruders they are trespassing in their turf. 


If you take a second to look away from your ego, you'll notice that this area is being 
contended by several magical beasts. Each of them is capable of leaving claw marks 
the size of a book, and your rantings are alerting them all! 

This is a group survival test, we are supposed to get along, put aside our differences 
and work as a team. I want anyone watching us know that if we get wiped out before 
even an hour, it's all these idiots' fault!" 

He said looking around, having no idea were the magic cameras could be. 

The speech, especially the last part, worked like a charm. After getting back up, they 
didn't even complain about the surprise attack. They reconsidered their actions from 
the beginning, and prayed the gods to turn back time and give them a do over. 

Being the gods otherwise busy, the timeline kept moving forward, and so did Lith. 

"I am no leader, I always hunted solo. But one thing I know: in a dangerous 
environment the key to survival is being as stealthy as possible. We need to find a 
place where to hide during the day, and easily defensible at night. 

We must leave before..." 

The high-pitched shriek of bird of prey filled the air, while the ground started 
trembling below their feet. 

Lith stopped talking, immediately taking the three fake potions out of his 
dimensional pocket and gulping them down. He could now activate fire, earth and air 
fusion magic without arising any suspicion. 

[AN: by infusing himself with said elements he has just become faster, stronger and 
tougher. See chapl9 for more details.} 

Before he could finish drinking, Sentar swooped down, kidnapping the cutest of the 
two black haired girls from the group, and taking her up in the air. 

- "What a moron." The Cron thought. "Still defenceless despite my warning. Fourth 
years are the worst opponents, barely offering any resistance." - 
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Cursing whoever Professor had picked his teammates, Lith could only watch the 
Cron getting higher and higher, supporting its flaps with powerful updrafts. 

- "1 wish 1 could run away and let them get what they deserve. 1 hate teamwork!" - 
Lith thought. 

Everyone else was still in a daze, refusing to accept reality. 

"What the f*ck are you doing? Someone must take flight and save her! With her arms 
locked in the talons, she can't use magic!" Lith wanted to beat them to death himself. 

"A monster, another monster!" The high-pitched little girl-like voice actually 
belonged to the only other boy of the group. He was pointing at a black mass, as big 
as a carriage, approaching at break-neck speed. 

It was Termyn, the Cingy, joining the fray while announcing his presence causing 
small quakes as he closed in. 

"F*ck you all! If you want to stay on the ground, take cover while 1..." Lith realized 
that talking was useless. The two girls had fallen on their knees, hugging each other, 
while the boy, judging from the repugnant smell, had pi*sed himself. 

- "Now 1 get why Trasque was so hard on me and them the second day. Yet it was all 
for naught!"- Lith thought. 

A Cingy was a tough opponent, and Lith could only use fake magic. He needed to 
keep his three rings' charges only for desperate situations. Being all five of them still 
in play, he racked his brain searching for a solution. 

- "Wait a minute! Usually Cingy are limited to the use of water and earth magic. 1 can 
exploit that! Magical beasts do not control all elements." - 

Termyn was unable to escape its boar nature, charging straight toward the prey. It 
saw an evil eyed kid starting to chant something, so Termyn activated one of his best 
defensive spells. Mountain Body. 

The Cingy knew all too well how predictable was its attack pattern, so he never 
underestimated an opponent. Mountain Body raised its body weight and defence to 
the limit, making it impervious against weapons and magic alike. 
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- "Chant all you want kid. You'll never finish your spell in time, I'm too fast. It will be 
your requiem!" - Termyn inwardly sneered 


Yet the chant ended right after it started, and Lith began a new one, while a small 
yellow orb flew in collision course with Termyn. 

- "What an idiot! My earth magic is the perfect counter to air magic. Zap me, push 
me, whatever. It will never work!" - 

When the two collided, nothing happened, not even a small spark against its hide. 
The Cingy started to think that the boy had misfired out of fear. Then, Lith completed 
the second spell too. 

"Brezza Reale!" He had invoked the training spell Lift. 

Suddenly, Termyn felt like a gentle caress on its belly, yet it managed to push it 
several meters in the air, like he was just a balloon. Then a second and third push 
came, making it rise above the threes. 

Hidden between the bushes, Scarlett was watching the whole scene, giggling under 
its whiskers. 

["Termyn, you idiot, the first was a basic Float spell. It wasn't meant for damage, but 
to make you weightless and set-up for another quick spell, to take you away from the 
ground and make you helpless. Pride goes before a fall.] 

Listening to the Boss' explanation, the Cingy understood what had happened, and 
started laughing at itself. 

["Damn! Such a feisty brat! I'll keep you for last!"] He yelled at Lith, that unable to 
understand animal-speak, ignored the beast's oinks reciting his third spell. 

One of the greatest advantages from forgemastering, was that he had trained 
chaining short simple spells for over a month, making him able to move his fingers 
and mouth non-stop, no matter he was using fake magic, like before, or using the 
true one. 

Lith reconsidered Lift value, since it allowed him to keep pushing away the Cingy 
even when he was casting another spell. After he finished casting his true magic 
flight spell, he rushed to save the girl. 
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Sentar was slowed down by her weight, and everything had happened in barely a 
few seconds. He was expecting Termyn and M'Rook to have the situation below 
under control. When he perceived a magic perturbation in the air currents, it was too 
late. 

Lith had coupled the flight and slipstream spell, making him faster than a bullet. He 
had scarce knowledge about magical beasts, but he remembered well how despite 
their big sizes, the birds' hollow bones made them frailer than they looked. 

So instead of using a spell that could be easily countered by the opponent's air and 
darkness true magic, he just combined his speed with the hardness and the explosive 
strength from fusion magic to land an uppercut right under the beast's beak. 

Because of his almost vertical trajectory and the fire generated by the friction 
between his fist and the fast air currents, it looked exactly like a dragon punch. 
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CHAPTER 69 
MOCK EXAM (3) 


Sentar's head snapped back on impact, losing control of its flight and letting the prey 
go. To make things worse, Lith quickly snapped his fingers in succession, generating 
several flashes of light and booms near the Cron's head, making it blind and deaf. 

- "Damn, 1 took my sweet time enjoying her screams and that's what 1 get in return. 1 
was no Cron, more like a sitting duck. Now 1 can't even get where's the up and down. 
If 1 crash land because of a pup, the boss will never let me hear the end of it." - 

Lith would have liked to keep striking the iron while it was still hot, but the black¬ 
haired girl was plummeting like a brick. Cursing her stupidity, Lith swooped down 
with a swing motion, first down then up, to avoid breaking her ribs during the catch. 

The rescue was successful, but judging from the smell, Lith understood that she was 
relieved from fear on several levels. 

"What the heck were you doing?" He yelled in her ear, thinking how ridiculous were 
in real life those romantic moments in action movies, right after the hero saved the 
damsel in distress. 

Between the smell and the impending danger, there was no space for romance and 
tender one liners. The only thing they both wanted was a safe haven and a hot bath. 

"Don't you know first magic? Why did you let it drag you around like a sack of 
potatoes? More importantly, do you know a flight spell?" 

She nodded while holding him tight with both arms and legs, like she was trying to 
get inside his clothes. 

"Then go ahead and use it! My spell is not meant for two, 1 can only glide while 
carrying you around. Once that thing recovers, we will be doomed. Do something, 
remember they are watching us!" 

Free from the grip of fear, she realized that the whole staff of the academy had been 
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spectating at her humiliating performance. The girl became purple from head to toe 
for a second, before letting him go and chanting her flight spell. 

"Let's get the others and retreat! In the open we are too disadvantaged." 

They both quickly returned to the ground, pulling the other three back on their feet, 
and literally kicking their a*ses to force them to recover from the terror and get them 
moving. 

"Take flight, fast!" Lith yelled. "We have no hope of shacking them off on foot. But 
keep close to the ground, the Cron will turn us in mincemeat if we try to fight in its 
element." 

To his teammates, Lith words sounded those of a strong and experienced leader, that 
had full control of the situation. The reality, though, like the Professors could assess 
while facepalming, was that he was just remembering them common sense. 

"This year's batch is awful." Said Scarlett in its communicator amulet. 

"They always are on the fourth year." Linjos replied with a sigh. 

"Remember our pact, and don't be stingy. 1 want their weight's worth in meat, and 1 
mean the good stuff, no bones or nerves. And tell your servants to play by the rules, 
you don't want to see me getting ugly." 

Linjos had the communicator in conference call mode, so everyone could listen. The 
Professors didn't like being called servants, but they understood very well that in the 
wilderness the strong ruled above all. 

The Scorpicore's help guaranteed that no student would be seriously harmed before 
being rescued, not to mention that such a powerful guardian defending the academy 
was worth far more than just meat. 

They were truly blessed by having a monster at their disposal, reasonable enough to 
be useful, but stupid enough to not understand its true value. 

After closing the communication, Scarlett had a smug grin on its feline snout. 

- "Imbeciles, 1 don't care about the meat, 1 would do it even for free. Your stupid 
lessons allow me to train the magical beasts in anti-magician tactics. They use us as 
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sparring partners, but that's a game that two can play. 


Another bonus is that when the fifth-year students train in the forest, I get updated 
about the tactics they employ and the spells they teach. 1 bet they sleep much better 
at night, believing me a dumb monster that only wants food in its belly. - 

Meanwhile, M'Rook had joined the fray, and was rapidly catching up with Lith's 
group using air magic to move faster and his sense of smell to not lose their traces. 

Lith was on the verge of tears, this experience was a full-blown disaster. He was sick 
and tired of playing baby-sitter, but what choice did he have left? He slowed down, 
detaching from the group, appearing beside the Ry. 

It followed a quick exchange of spells, since Lith never allowed M'Rook to get close to 
him. He kept moving in all the three dimensions, gaining a tactical advantage since 
the magical beast was only relying on its legs to manoeuvre around. 

Lith wasn't trying to harm it, he used only tier one and two spells in quick 
succession, with the aim to ruin the opponent's focus and slowing down its 
movements. 

- "Who the heck is this pup?" M'Rook thought gritting its teeth in raising frustration. 

"It's like he learned how to fight from a Ry, he anticipates almost all of my moves. But 
that's impossible!" - In the Trawn woods. Protector's ears were burning. 

Lith used a fine mist to detect incoming invisible wind blades, while moving around 
with no pattern to avoid lightnings. After stumbling on a conjured mound, M'Rook 
finally lost it, jumping with ah its strength trying to catch the pup with the jaws. 

- "Imbecile! That's what 1/he was waiting for! You can't dodge in mid-air!" - Lith and 
Scarlett thought as one. 

"Checkmate Spears!" Lith yelled, releasing the tier three spell stored in his ring. 
Thanks to various experiments, he had learned that he could store even charged up 
true magic spells, as long they didn't exceed the ring's capacity. 

Hence, he was able to unleash his most powerful spell in its empowered version in a 
split second. 
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["F*ck me sideways!"] M'Rook whimpered when dozens of ice spears as thick and 
long as small trees encircled him from all directions, before crashing against its body. 

Their mass was too big to deflect them with a simple air barrier, and fire would need 
time to melt so much ice before rendering it harmless. Desperate, M'Rook used its 
strongest attack. Flaming Tornado, on itself. 

By combining its best fire and air spells, M'Rook used the strong winds to deflect the 
spears from its vitals, hoping for the scorching hot temperatures to smooth down 
their deadly extremities. 

When the Tornado disappeared, M'Rook was alive and well, but its body was beaten 
and battered with countless small wounds. Between the spell and its tick fur, the 
spears hadn't managed to pierce, but they still hit like a truck. 

Lith wasn't there to gloat or to deal another blow, he had already returned to the 
group yelling trivial instructions. 

"Use the fist magic darkness spell Conceal, you idiots! Do you think a Ry's nose is for 
decoration? Hide your smell, now!" 

He took out some old clothes from the pocket dimension, turning them into shreds 
with air magic, and sprinkling them with the sweat he had always forgot to throw 
away since the run to Professor Vastor's first lesson. 

Then, Lith threw the shreds in the wind, hoping to create multiple false leads for the 
magical beasts to follow. 

-"Not to be the Lith of the situation, but 1 don't think your group will last a week." 
Solus giggled at her own joke. 

"No sh*t, Sherlock. 1 bet we will be wiped out by tomorrow." 

"Tomorrow is too soon. My bet is full annihilation within three days." 

"Deal." - 

They kept flying for about ten minutes, before feeling safe enough to take a break. 
The group had come across a small hill, about ten meters [33 feet) high. With the 
backs against something solid, they could finally catch their breath. 
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Lith scanned the surroundings with Life Vision, allowing himself to relax only after 
finding nothing stronger than a normal beast in the surroundings. 


"How many hours do you think have passed since the exam's start?" Asked the boy, 
looking around like a cornered mouse. 

"Less than one." Lith replied after checking the sun's position. 

"But if felt so much longer." Said the tallest of the black-haired girls. All of them had a 
dejected expression, there was no trace left of their previous overbearing pride. 

Lith brought the index finger against his lips, remembering them to be quiet, then he 
started circling around the hill. The other four promptly followed him, forming a 
single line. 

-"Aww, your ducklings are so cute. Mother Goose." - Solus said. 

Lith made a complete lap, checking for caves. They had been lucky, there was none. A 
natural cave was too much a convenient asset to be left vacant, and he couldn't afford 
to drive off wildlife with the risk of being exposed. 

After choosing a spot devoid of grass or vines, he used earth magic to create an 
artificial cave, by condensing the porous soil, and turning it hard enough to hold the 
improvised ceiling. 

At the same time, Lith erected small stone pillars to support the whole structure. It 
wasn't much, but still big enough for all of them to sit and rest comfortably. While the 
others were looking at him in a daze, he added more pillars along the walls. 

He wasn't an engineer, and preferred to be safe rather than sorry. 

The boy walked toward Lith with a big smile and holding out his hand. 

"Tm not going to touch any of you until you have cleaned yourself properly. 1 suggest 
using darkness magic, it will clean the dirt and remove the smell." 

After everyone was cleansed, Lith used first magic to close the entrance with a thick 
layer of earth and to light the inside of the cave. Then, he pretended to cast a spell 
while activating Hush, generating a small air dome. 
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"Thanks to that, no sound nor smell can escape, so we can talk freely. I'd say that our 
introductions are long overdue. I'm Lith from Lutia, and I'm supposed to be the 
healer." His voice was exuding sarcasm. 

Several kilometres away, Termyn and M'Rook had finally collected all the cloth 
shreds, destroying them to not be swayed anymore by their strong smell. Sentar 
landed near them, ready to report. 

["Can't find them anywhere. It's like they disappeared."] 

["Same." Replied M'Rook. ["Aside from these things 1 can't smell them any longer. 
Boss, we need your trinket."] 

Scarlett scoffed. 

["That would be unfair! It's you versus them, Tm just enjoying the show. You'll wait 
until after noon before resuming the search. You need some time to heal properly, 
and they deserve a little rest."] 
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CHAPTER 70 
DAY ONE 


Not even an hour had passed from the start of the mock exam, and Lith was already 
tired and vexed enough to seriously consider the idea of throwing in the towel and 
return to the White Griffon. 

His teammates were so embarrassed, that despite each of them opened their mouth 
more than once, not a single word came out. No matter what apology came to their 
mind, they all sounded too little and too late, even to them. 

First, they had ostracized him, then they had ignored all of his warnings until it was 
too late. He was the only reason why they hadn't get instantly wiped out, despite all 
their undeserved confidence and embarrassing performances. 

The two that had previously lost control of their bladder, had a particularly hard 
time watching the others in the eyes, and could only thank the academy's 
Forgemasters for the self-cleaning uniform. 

"I'm Visen De Brae." The first one to muster the courage to speak was the boy, once 
again holding out his hand. This time Lith shook it, but barely, his anger still 
smoldering. 

"I'm supposed to be... 1 mean I'm a Warden." He corrected himself, laughing 
nervously. Visen was a fifteen-year-old, 1.63 meters [5'4"} high with brown hair and 
chestnut eyes. He had a regular build and a small mole right under his left eye. 

"As such, my specialty is a sturdy defense. Wardens can conjure several kinds of 
arrays with any element, we can even alter the landscape if needed. 

In times of war, a Warden can easily build makeshift bridges and siege towers, we 
are the only defense an army has against War Mages. In times of peace, instead, our 
role is to build dams, castles, roads, whatever the Kingdom needs. Let me show you." 

Visen cast an unknown spell and placed his hands against a wall. Then he cast 
another, moving around the stone pillars and strengthening the whole structure. 
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"See? First, I checked the stability of the ground, then I fixed things so that the cave 
now is safe like a natural one." He kept smiling, hoping to have proven his worth. 

Usually Lith would be impressed, even taking a mental note to check out Warden's 
spells. 

- "A Warden that cannot even stop a Cingy despite seeing it coming from a mile away. 
What the f*ck has to smile for?" 

Right now, it took all of his willpower to not strangle him on the spot, so he just 
nodded in response. 

Then, the second one of the passing duo stepped forward. 

"My name is Mima Kratic, I'm a War Mage." She was fifteen too, 1.60 meters [5'3"} 
high with shoulder length black hair. She had a fully developed slender body, but her 
round face had too many childish features to call her beautiful. She was pretty at 
best. 

"1 know what a War Mage is. My mentor is one too." Lith cut her short. 

She became red from rage, but managed to hold it in. 

"1 can shoot down a magical beast with a single spell." She continued with a stone- 
cold voice. 

- "You wish." - He sneered inwardly 

"My name is Phloria Ernas, 1 am Mage Knight." She was the tallest of the group, 1.76 
meters [5'9"} high, with chin length black hair and the build of a professional 
swimmer. 

"My specialty is defence too, but unlike a Warden, my skills are better oriented at 
covering a smaller are or a target. Mage Knights are also trained in the use of 
weapons." She said opening her robe and revealing an estoc hanging by her side. 

"Hi there, and thanks. I'm Delia Ulphar. As a Battle Mage, I'm a jack of all trades, or at 
least 1 am supposed to. According to my Professor, 1 should be able to hold my 
ground alone in every situation or to support any team member needing help. 
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But considering my performance so far, either he is bad at teaching, or I'm a slow 
learner." She was 1.7 meters [5'7"} high, with long blonde hair with shades of black 
held up in a pony tail. 

Her honesty was refreshing for Lith, all the others were still kind of stuck up, 
flaunting their skill like it was actually worth something. 

For a moment, he thought about lashing at them, reminding how useless they had 
been in an actual fight. But then he decided against it. 

- "Calm down, old man. Rage will not get us anywhere. Besides, it's likely we are still 
being watched. They can lose as many points they like with their foolishness, but 
there is no reason for stooping down at their level." He said to himself. 

"Yeah, remember what Shakespeare said: 'All the world's a stage, and all the men and 
women merely players'." Solus chimed in. "Oh, another thing, this is what I think 
about the test..." - 

While listening to Solus, Lith took a few deep breaths to regain his composure. He 
extended his hand to every member of the group. They shook it immediately. 

"Okay, let's forget what happened before. Let me share with you what I think of the 
current situation." At those words, the other four stiffened up their expression, 
expecting a scolding or for Lith to brag about himself. 

"First of all, never underestimate a magical beast. Their intelligence is almost at 
human level, if you treat them as dumb beasts, you'll fail fast." 

From the faces of his teammates, he could see that they were doubting his words, but 
had not the courage to say it openly. 

"I fought several of them in the past. Some I killed, others I ran away from, with the 
tail between my legs. It's not just them being smart. As you have seen yourselves, 
they can use magic in a different way, with much shorter casting time." 

With all that had happened, they had missed that part. His explanation not only 
made perfect sense, but also sent shivers of fear down their spine. Making them feel 
even weaker an insecure. 

"I will not lie to you, if they weren't crippled by the inability to use more than two 
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elements, I doubt I could ever defeat even one of them" Lith lied, belittling himself 
not for acting humbly, but to make them realize the strength of their enemy. 

"And to be completely honest, 1 believe that we would have already been wiped out if 
it wasn't for the fact that they are just playing along with the Headmaster's plan." 

"What do you mean?" Phloria quickly regained her cool, intrigued by Lith's words. 

"Think about it." He said rephrasing what Solus had told him earlier. 

"This is just a bigger and improved version of Professor's Trasque exercise on the 
second day. Didn't you find odd that the magical beasts announced their presence 
before attacking? What sense does it make shrieking before swooping down? 

The Cingy had no reason to perform that quake, it could have softened the ground 
and make its charge silent as cat's steps. Also, why attack one by one, instead of all 
together? They are clearly playing their part according to a script." 

Mima scratched her head, thinking at full gear. 

"That's why the monster bird kidnapped me, instead of biting my head off, or ripping 
me apart with the talons. 1 thought it was just playing with me before going for the 
kill. But this does actually make more sense." 

Lith nodded. 

"No one would send inexperienced teenagers in a dangerous and uncontrolled 
environment. If they are so certain to be able to rescue us, it means they have some 
kind of deal with the creatures. 

But that doesn't mean we can't fail, or get severely injured. Otherwise why adding a 
Healer? To last for a week, we need to pool our resources and skills. In my 
dimensional amulet 1 have some food, potions and my hunter kit. What about you?" 

An awkward silence fell in the cave. 

"No food?" He asked in disbelief. 

"Well, the canteen is opened 24/7.1 had no reason to store any." Phloria replied, 
keeping her head low, fiddling the ground with her foot. 
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"What about the potions?" 


"Never bought one." Mima said. "They are cheap, but I can't waste my points in one- 
use items. I never got why they sell them, they are useless." The others nodded at her 
words. 

Lith scratched his head, resisting the temptation to pull out his hair. 

"Useless?! How do you think 1 was able to cast so fast? To hit the Cron so hard to 
force it to release you, without breaking my arm?" He wanted to add more, but only 
swear words came to his mind. 

"What the heck do you have in your dimensional items? Tell me at least there's 
something useful." 

It turned out they were mostly employed for storing books, feminine products, and 
personal items, like jewels, money and family mementos. Visen even managed to 
surprise Lith with his properties. 

"1 have only school books and, uhm..." He whispered in Lith's ear. "...other kind of 
books, you know, for research purposes. 1 can't have them lying around, so 1 always 
keep them with me. 1 can lend them to you if you need to relieve some stress." 

Lith didn't know whether to laugh or cry, he hadn't heard that phrasing since 
browsing online comics back on Earth. He took out a plate of freshly baked cookies, 
stress eating them to calm his nerves and hasten his mana recovery. 

The delicious sugary smell of almond pastries and chocolate chips immediately 
drawn everyone's attention. Lith shared them with a heavy heart, hiding behind his 
smile the wish for his teammates to choke on them and put him out of his misery. 

The food managed to lift everyone's spirit, and when they run out of cookies they 
seemed refreshed and ready for action. 

"I'll keep the rest of the food for emergencies. It would never last for seven days, 
splitting it among so many people. We need to hunt on a daily basis. Who has any 
experience with it?" 

Phloria and Mima both raised their hand. 
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"Good! Do you know how to use first magic to help you during a hunt?" 

"No." Mima said, shaking her head. "But I think I'm speaking for everyone when I say 
that we now understand how ill prepared we are for this task. For any task, to be 
honest. Lith, you are the only one that seems to have an idea of what we are doing. 

Do you want to be the team leader?" 

Their gazes full of expectations made him want to puke, there could be only a 
possible answer. 
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CHAPTER 71 
END OF DAY ONE 


"I have always fought alone, 1 know nothing about formations or teamwork. And if 1 
give orders, 1 can't cast any spell. 1 think it's better to have a skilled hunter, rather 
than a makeshift leader. 

Anyone of you that has received military training, either as a strategist or a soldier, is 
much better suited for this than me." 

- "Not to mention that 1 don't give a damn about any of you. 1 don't have any 
motivation for being a good leader. As long as 1 keep at least one of you standing, 
anything goes for me. The important is avoiding the wipe out." - He inwardly added. 

Lith's teammates started talking to each other, honestly searching to determine who 
could best take charge, setting their pride and personal ambitions aside. 

Reluctantly, he had to burst their bubble. 

"Do you mind a simple advice?" Everyone turned towards him again. 

"Whoever becomes the leader has a huge problem: we know each other's class, but 
not what we are capable of during a real fight. In a life and death situation, you can't 
give detailed explanations, only generic orders. 

An order is good only if executed in a proper manner. You have experienced first¬ 
hand how easy is to freeze due to panic. In my case, 1 tend to let my bloodlust blind 
me. Both issues would cause any plan to crumble in the face of the enemy. 

My suggestion is to put the leader matter aside, and just watch each other's back. 
Only by familiarizing with our skillsets and behaviours, a shoddy team like this has 
any chance of survival." 

After the team agreed, Lith started explaining to everyone how to make use of first 
magic in the wilderness. 
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They had to use the darkness spell Concealment to hide their smell all the time, and 
never leave the cave on foot, but by using Flight or Float to not leave prints going in 
and out from the entrance. The same applied to hunting. 

Coupling those spells was the best way to sneak up on a prey. 

Lith, Mima and Phloria left the cave, while Bella and Visen stayed behind. Visen 
decided to employ the time at hand to make the cave more stable, spacious and to 
solve what would be an inevitable hurdle. 

Soon someone would be in need of a bathroom, and he doubted that anyone would 
consider the idea of going alone outside. Getting literally caught with your pants 
down was nightmare material. 

Once on the outside, the hunting team relied on looks and hand gestures, trying to 
speak only as a last resort. Being a Mage Knight, Phloria decided to pair up with 
Mima to protect her, while Lith would move on his own. 

- "Sigh, 1 can't believe 1 have to babysit these kids." 

"1 know." Solus replied. "But it's the purpose of this whole exercise." 

"Yeah, it took us a while to understand why during the second day Trasque didn't 
assign any points. It was because he wanted us to teach each other actively, not just 
beat the cr*p out of your opponent." 

"And guess who do you have to thank for having understood the real nature of this 
test?" Solus giggled. 

"And guess who do you have to thank for keeping me alive and avoiding you the 
trouble of finding another host?" Lith sarcastically replied. 

"I'm sorry, your Ladyship..." He performed a mind-curtsy, "but while you enjoy the 
show in your front row seat, I'm the one in the Colosseum. So is not such an amazing 
result. 

You can watch the bigger picture, but 1 must focus on teeth, claws and keeping my 
guts where they belong." 

"Meanie! Like 1 don't worry all the time! A simple 'thank you' would suffice." 
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Lith felt like cr*p, snapping at her for no reason. 


"I'm really sorry Solus. 1 know you were just trying to lighten the mood and cheer me 
up. It's just that 1 am already so stressed that I'd need some way to vent out. And 
thank you. You are the only one that knows all my flaws, yet still cares for me. 

Thank you for all the help you give me every day, and for never stopping trying to 
make me into a better person." - 

That was the first time his chatterbox mage tower had nothing so say. Her mind was 
blank as a slate. Lith preferred not to pry further, she was likely to be either angry at 
him or just too surprised to reply. 

They often joked about it, but he had never earnestly thanked her before for 
meddling in his private life. 

The woodlands were denser than the Trawn woods, despite all his experience Lith 
was at loss. They couldn't get too far away from the hill without risking of getting 
lost, nor they could split too much, in case something happened. 

This time he couldn't cheat his way out with Life Vision and spirit magic. How could 
he possibly explain being able to spot animals underground on in tree trunks? 

Mima and Phloria weren't having better luck. Keeping two spells always active 
wasn't something they were used to. Double casting was demanding for their focus, 
and at the slightest slip up they had to cast them both again, consuming even more 
mana. 

While Mima's ego seemed to have recovered quickly, regaining her confident 
attitude, Phloria had never felt so ashamed in her whole life. 

She was the most promising descendant in a bloodline of Mage Knights, yet she kept 
stumbling through her specialization course. 

Her father had taught her personally both magic up to tier three and swordplay. He 
even made her fight wild beasts to give her real enemies. But now she realized that 
all her confidence was built on a lie. 

She was so used always having him by her side that she never took any challenge 
seriously. Her father would always help her, if something went wrong. 
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At the academy, instead, she was alone. 


The Professor was tough and demanding, the competition so fierce that her so-called 
friends were too busy fixing their own mistakes to pay her any attention. When the 
Headmaster had announced the mock exam, she had rejoiced, thinking it was her 
time to shine. 

But she had never seen something so big like a magical beast. At the moment of 
truth, her nerves had failed her, turning her into a burden for everyone. 

Despite Phloria's earlier brave facade, she was still scared out other mind, trembling 
at any noise, her hand clutching the hilt of her sword so tight that it was white. 
Phloria could not help but envy Mima. 

She was so pretty compared to her, and despite all that she had went through, her 
will was rock-solid. 

Mima, on the other hand, reciprocated such feelings in full. She was jealous of 
Phloria, so tall and strong, she was bound to have lots of admirers. The reason why 
Mima appeared so confident, was because she believed not having any more face to 
lose. 

She had already gone below and beyond the bottom of the barrel, in her mind she 
could only rise up. 

"Stop squirming like that, you are making me nervous too!" Mima whispered. She 
couldn't bear anymore her guardian's twists and turns. 

"Sorry. But 1 have an eerie feeling about this." 

"This whole forest is an eerie feeling. Where the f *ck are the animals? 1 can hear 
animal's calls, but we still have to meet a single soul." 

The minutes quickly turned into hours, and the only creatures they spotted where 
too far and fast to get any shot at them. 

The sun had reached the zenith, so they decided to give up and check if Lith's luck 
had been any better. A few dozen meters away, Lith had come to the same 
conclusion. 
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Even using all the tricks in his book, his preys would amount to a poor meal for one 
person. He had never learned how to follow tracks or use traps, he had always been 
reliant on true magic. But while he was observed, those abilities were sealed. 

Suddenly, an odd chirping resounded. The three of them listened carefully, hoping 
for a last-minute big catch. The more they listened to it, the less it sounded like birds. 

It was more of a mix of a rhythmic cricket's chirruping and a mouse's high-pitched 
squeaking. 

- "Solus, this sounds a lot like bats, but it makes no sense. They are mostly nocturnal 
animals. Not to mention it doesn't explain why all the other animals have gone 
silent." 

"Definitely close, but not bats." She replied. "It's not squeaking, more like joints 
clicking." - 

The noise kept growing in intensity, until it was all around them. Expecting another 
magical beast to attack right after announcing its presence, they tried to regroup as 
fast as they could. 

The moment they lowered their guard, looking for each other's position, was the 
beginning of the end. From the treetops and countless holes in the ground, well 
hidden by the thick vegetation, countless spiders attacked them from all directions. 

Some of them where small and round, their body size close to a basketball, while 
others were as big as a Labrador. Their black bodies were covered in long bristles, 
with red dots all over. 

"Watch out! Those are Clackers!" Mima yelled, but her words fell on deaf ears. 
Neither other teammates had ever heard of them. 

- "F*ck me sideways!" Lith cursed. "None of the books in Soluspedia ever mentioned 
that insects or arachnids can turn in magical beasts. 1 have no idea what these things 
are capable of!" - 

The attack had been too sudden, the clicking noise wasn't a warning, it was how the 
Clackers had coordinated their attack, leaving them no escape routes. 
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The spells in Lith's rings were useless. Checkmate Spears was a finisher against big 
opponents, against a small army it had no effect. The tier two ring held a healing 
spell, while the tier one was a simple blinding spell. 

Sure, no one beside him knew what his rings contained, but that still left him with 
just three true magic spells. After that, Lith had either to accept the loss or blow up 
his cover. 

He had no real weapon outside first magic, he had been caught completely 
unprepared. 
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CHAPTER 72 
END OF DAY ONE (2) 


The Clackers' strategy was simple and effective. After having surrounded their preys, 
they swarmed them in a one wave rush. The ones on the ground tried to overpower 
them, while those on the trees threw spider webs the size of a tablecloth. 

All the while those that kept hanging from their threads spat poison non-stop, 
aiming for their eyes. 

Lith did his best, using water magic to turn his hands into razor-sharp blades and 
cutting off everything that came too close, but there were simply too many. He wasn't 
used being ambushed, and never encountered such situations. 

All the spells he had at hand, both true and fake magic ones, were aimed toward 
bigger single opponents, he had no idea how to manage a swarm of small enemies. 

The girls were faring much better than him. As soon as Phloria had seen the 
Clackers, her father's teachings had kicked in, and she had quickly conjured a tower 
shield made of white-hot rocks. 

It served as both offense and defence, since her own magic could not harm her. 
Spiderwebs would burst into flames like made of paper, the poison would just fizzle 
without any effect, while everything that touched the shield would lose its limbs if 
not its life. 

From the moment she had recognized the nature of the enemy, Mima had stuck her 
back against Phloria's, using her protection to put her War Mage specialization to 
use. 

Mima filled the space around them with ice shards as long and thick as an arm, 
raining down on the Clackers like they had a mind of their own, without missing a 
target. 

She could freely cast a spell after the other, switching place with Phloria in case of 
attack while her magic exterminated dozens of enemies at a time. 
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Back at the White Griffon, Professor Vastor, who was in charge of surveillance for 
that area, contacted Scarlett demanding explanations. 

"What in the gods' names are Clackers doing? This is not part of our deal!" 

"Of course not." Vastor went into a daze, seeing through the communicator amulet 
that the Scorpicore was sipping tea from a porcelain cup the size of a bucket. 

"Insects and arthropods have no respect for any hierarchy except for their own. 1 do 
agree that they are spawning too fast, though. A culling might be needed, but right 
now 1 have other business to attend. If you need our help, you just have to ask." 

Scarlett scoffed at his face, picking a cookie the size of a plate. 

"No, thanks!" Vastor closed the call, cursing the monster and its arrogance for trying 
to copycat humans. 

"Thorman, get ready to retrieve three students." He said to a bulky middle-aged 
Professor, in charge of the Mage Knight specialization. 

"One of mine, one of yours plus one." Thorman laughed at his colleague's lack of 
manners, setting the coordinates for the pick-up spot in his ring. He remembered his 
student, a talented girl that was allowing herself to get drowned in insecurity. 

- "Linjos was right, after all. With the old rules, even someone like Phloria would 
have been eliminated before the hour mark. The academy's system needed to be 
changed." - He was now regretting being one of Linjos' fiercest opponents. 

Lith's situation was getting worse by the second. Despite his heightened senses and 
reflexes, there was only so much he could do. The only reason he was still standing, 
was because he could use up to six first magic spells at a time. 

Even so, he could only delay the inevitable. The Clackers were now so close that even 
if he was at liberty of using true magic, he would not have the time. No matter how 
many he killed, there were always more coming forward. 

"Help! 1 need help!" Was the only thing he managed to scream from time to time. 

Phloria, instead, was swept by euphoria. The spiderlings normally lacked fear, but 
the fight had long turned into a massacre. The flaming shield was impenetrable, and 
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every time the sword flashed behind it, many would get mutilated or worse. 


They had only two paths ahead, to retreat or die. 

Mima tried her best to keep up with her, but while casting she couldn't move very 
fast. Phloria was becoming increasingly reckless with her attacks, pursuing the 
enemies fleeing in front other, uncaring for the consequences. 

"What the heck are you doing? Come back here!" They were now several meters 
apart, enough for the spiders to surround Mima again. 

When Phloria realized her mistake, a Clacker hanging from a tree branch cut off its 
string, falling on top of Mima and inflicting its venomous bite. 

Before she could reach the ground, the Clackers swarmed over her. The smaller 
spiders bit her unconscious, while the big ones were carrying her away with their 
threads. 

Phloria was between a rock and a hard place, no matter her choice, someone was 
bound to die! Lith and Mima were in opposite directions, there was no way of saving 
both. 

She remained frozen on the spot, incapable of making a decision, until it was taken 
out other hands. Thorman appeared through a Warp Steps, right beside the cocoon 
containing Mima. 

His body was exuding a blue aura, whenever a spider closed in, it would me 
squashed by his war hammer. Thorman slammed it on the ground, holding it with 
both hands. The shockwave resulting turned all the nearby spiders into dust, while 
the cocoon at his feet suffered no damage. 

Thorman loaded it on his shoulder, before looking at Phloria in the eyes with a stern 
look. 

"I'm sorry for being such a cr*ppy teacher." And then he disappeared into another 
warp steps. 

Phloria felt ashamed of herself. Once again, she had disappointed her teacher, and 
this time she had managed to do it in front of all the academy staff, while also failing 
her teammate. 
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The arm holding the estoc fell alongside her body, the weapon almost slipping out of 
her fingers, already touching the ground. 

"What a poor excuse of a Mage Knight 1 am." 

The Clackers noticed the opening and prepared to exploit it. 

"Sorry if 1 exist, but HELP!" Lith yelled on the top of his lungs. 

Between the previous ambush and Thorman attack, he was facing a far lesser 
number of spiderlings, so he took the chance to regroup with his companion. 

Lith activated the tier one magic holding ring, generating a flash like another sun had 
appeared in front of him. The spiderlings groaned and took a step back, while he 
jumped above them to escape the encirclement. 

Sadly, the Clackers had a poor sight to begin with. They sensed the outside world 
mainly through their bristles, capable of detecting the movement of their preys 
through the vibrations they created by moving. 

Phloria could see a replay of what had just happened. Another spider fell from above 
on Lith's back, biting him right below the neck. Feeling his consciousness fading 
away, with his last coherent thought Lith unleashed Checkmate Spears on himself. 

Being encircled, the ice spears would trample everything along the way, while being 
incapable of harming him. As much as he hated it, he had to pin all his hopes on a 
perfect stranger, who Lith valued more or less like a used car salesman. 

After that, he fell limp on the ground, the venom quickly reached his brain, 
disconnecting it from the rest of the body. 

Just has he had predicted, the spears turned into toothpaste all the Clackers between 
them and their target, before passing through Lith's body like they were just an 
illusion. 

The spell created a path between them, but it was only a matter of seconds before 
more enemies reinforced their ranks. 

Cursing herself for her stupidity, Phloria threw away the self-pity finally realizing 
what Thorman's words actually meant. Most Mage Knights' spells had a short range. 
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but they had the invaluable virtue that they needed only one hand to be cast. 


In less then a second, she conjured the Full Guard spell, creating a spherical blue 
aura with a radius of 1.65 meters [5.41 feet} all around her. The same Thorman used, 
with a radius slightly bigger than her estoc's range. 

Thanks to Full Guard, she had no blind spots. Whatever entered the sphere would be 
detected, Phloria was able to strike with surgical precision without looking. It didn't 
matter if it was spit, webs or spiders, everything would be met by the shield or the 
sword. 

Her estoc was the goodbye gift other father, forged with a secret family technique. 
The point stabbed like a spear, while the sword's single edge would cut like a katana. 
She moved towards Lith's position, releasing small darkness bursts with each strike. 

For so little creatures, the vital organs were closely packed to each other. The flesh 
would rot as soon it was cut, making even suicidal attacks useless. Each stab to the 
body or the head would mean instant death. 

- "So cool. It's awesome." Lith feverish mind was still able the work, but barely. The 
venom was impairing both his nervous system and mind. "1... we must look into that. 
It's so... something." 

"Lith, are you okay?" Solus was really worried. "You sound a lot like in the memories 
where you were drunk and under the effects of marijuana. Your thoughts are 
incoherent and erratic. Are you sure you are okay?" 

"Is okay. If death hammer man saves me." 

"By my maker, you are getting worse! Move that a*s, sister!" - 

Phloria charged forwards, using her burning tower shield as a ram, reaching Lith's 
side. She then used her free hand [NA: remember that the shield is conjured, she 
does not need to hold it, it floats by itself.} to cast the second spell Thorman 
reminded her of. 

By planting her estoc in the ground, she activated Blast Guard. It generated a small 
flaming sphere that affected everything in the surroundings except for the space 
within a meter [3.3 feet} from her body. 


traitorAIZEN 525 I 698 



To avoid accidents, she crouched down, holding her fallen comrade as close as 
possible. The spell had a short duration, but long enough for her to cast a tier three 
detoxifying spell. 

"Come on, come on! 1 can't screw up three times in a single day! Snap out of it, you 
are the healer, not me!" 

The spell was meant to neutralize the most common venoms and poisons, magical 
beasts' secretions were a class of their own. She realized how stupid she had been 
not purchasing any potions. 

If she had them, maybe she could have saved both her team members, without 
having to rely on gambles and wishful thinking. 

Like reading her mind, Lith started to cast the same spell he had used to save the 
Marchioness' daughter. Phloria spell served its purpose, giving him enough clarity to 
weave the spell and disguise it as a fake magic personal one. 

A small orb of venom was expelled, preventing any further damage to his body, while 
he activated the second-tier healing spell in his ring, recovering a good chunk of his 
mind. 

"If 1 were you, Td start running." Lith said, chuckling like an idiot. His pupils were 
still dilated. 

Phloria sheathed the estoc before lifting Lith with a princess carry, activating the 
flight spell stored in one other rings. After what had happened earlier, she had 
prepared it in case she needed to escape again. 

The tower shield moved on her back, preventing further assaults from above. 

She took a roundabout path to lose the Cacklers before returning to the cave, 
activating Concealment again to hide their presence. 

Lith would look at her stern face from time to time, giggling like a little girl. 

"Look, Solus, 1 got my knight in a shining armour to save me!" 

- "Lith, you are still confused. You are thinking out loud, please shut up!" She 
mentally screamed. - 
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"Who's Solus?" Phloria asked when the situation seemed to have calmed down 
enough. 


"A good friend of mine. We know each other from years. By the way, isn't this the 
time when the hero tries to hit on his rescue? Please, don't try to kiss me, 1 don't 
think 1 could stop you right now, 1 like living too much." 

Phloria's cheeks reddened. Solus couldn't tell if from embarrassment, rage or both. 

"Why would 1 want to force me on you? Who the f *ck do you think you are?" The 
rage sounded genuine. Lith kept laughing. 

"Ah, kids. So cute and naive, getting embarrassed by stupid jokes. You need to get out 
more, get a life!" 

"Who are you calling a kid? You are younger than me." 

"Want to bet?" Phloria was getting annoyed, he was clearly out of his mind. 

"Is Solus your girlfriend or just an ex?" If he was trying to embarrass her, it was a 
game that two could play. 

"Nah. She's a girl and a friend, but that's it. We are both heartless and stone-cold, so 
we have a lot in common. Also, it would be really difficult get in touch with her. Get 
it? Get in touch!" Then he started cackling like it was the best joke ever. 

She ignored him for the rest of the flight. Lith was rambling nonsense, sometimes 
even speaking some sort of gibberish [AN: aka English}. 

Back at the cave, she could finally relax, and with the help of the other two, they kept 
healing Lith until he was clear headed again. After cleansing his body from the last 
traces of venom, Lith shared a couple of freshly cooked blinkers. 

"1 don't know you, but 1 had enough for today. I'm not stepping out of here until 
tomorrow." 

The motion was unanimously approved. 
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CHAPTER 73 
DAY TWO 


After the end of their shift, Vastor and Thorman went back to their quarters. Vaster 
waited until they were alone, before expressing his hilarity. 

"Thorman, old friend, 1 would have never imagined you had it in you. Helping your 
student like that. Technically, that's against the rules." Vastor tone of fake indignation 
wouldn't have fooled a deaf man. 

"1 did no such a thing. 1 just used the spells that 1 considered best for the situation at 
hand. If she ended up copying me, how is that my fault? Are you going to report me?" 
It was a rhetoric question, Thorman already knew the answer. 

"Are you kidding me? Your student ended up saving mine. The least 1 could do is 
gifting you that bottle of 50 years aged Blue Flame you keep eyeing every time you 
enter into my office. I'm glad you loosened the stick up your a*s." 




In an underground maze, several kilometres away from the castle, another kind of 
conversation was taking place. After slaughtering its way through the nest, Scarlett 
was facing the Brood Mother. 

It was the creature responsible for the abnormal spawn rate of the Clackers. Every 
single one of them was one other children. Its abdomen was that of a giant spider, 
with eight long legs, but in the place of the head there was a human-like figure. 

It was like someone had attached a human, starting from the thighs, to the spider 
body. But it was a human with no distinctive features, its chitinous skin was grey, the 
hands had unnaturally long fingers ending in razor-sharp claws. 

The head had eight eyes, and a long slit were the mouth was supposed to be, 
allowing it to speak. 

["Look, I'm tired of playing hide and seek. 1 only came here because 1 know you are 
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smart enough to understand me, and because I hate senseless destruction."] Scarlett 
was quite angry from the repeated assaults it had suffered along the way. 

They had no effect except wasting Scarlett's time. 

["What do you want, oh mighty ruler?"] The Mother's voice was low and hoarse, 
every word sounded more coughed rather than spoken. Yet it managed to laugh, 
sneering at the Scorpicore claimed title. 

["Stop laying so many eggs. Your children are a plague for the forest, you have 
already invaded other's territories. 1 won't repeat myself a second time."] 

The Brood Mother chuckled again. 

["It's that so? Then 1 challenge you, oh ruler. The forest needs a new guiding hand..."] 

Scarlett scoffed, it had heard that speech countless times, either from humans or 
magical beasts. 

["Fine. Challenge accepted."] The conversation was cut short, much to Mother's 
annoyance. 

Violating all the rules of the challenge, the Brood Mother attacked without notice, 
making the fully developed Clackers that guarded the throne room, each the size of a 
bull, coordinate with its attack. 

The Scorpicore's roar struck in two waves. The first was a cold one, turning the 
whole underground nest in a frozen wasteland. The second was an ultrasonic one, 
that turned the newly formed ice sculptures in countless shattered pieces. 

["Oh! 1 won. Big surprise! Long live to me."] Sad for having no witness of its crushing 
victory, Scarlett called Lin]os. 

"The Clackers' issue is solved. With the Brood Mother dead, the survivors will go into 
hiding until another comes up. Let's hope the next one will have more brains than 
brawns." 

"Thanks for solving the matter so quickly." Lin] os replied. 

"What do you want in return?" 
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- "I like this human." Scarlett thought. "Always saying please and thank you, instead 
of treating me like a tool, like his predecessors did. I'll make sure he keeps his 
position." - 

"Let's just say you owe me one. What's the survival rate of your cubs?" 

"Better than the previous years, around 50% of the groups made it through the first 
day. It's time to kick things up a notch." 




Back in the cave, Lith's group was finishing breakfast and planning the rest of the 
day. Everyone had much appreciated Visen creating a side-cave bathroom. 

Despite everything was supposed to be a team effort, not all of them could be 
executed properly in front of others. 

With so many mouths to feed, Lith's stash wouldn't last more than three more days. 

Using magic burned a lot of calories, it exhausted both the body and the mind. 

"Thank the gods you ended up in my group." Belia said gnawing away the last shred 
of meat from the bones. "After fasting for a whole day, 1 would have either 
surrendered or eaten Visen." 

Everyone at the table laughed, but Lith. 

"Why so glum, mate? And seriously, why do you keep so much food on yourself?" 
Visen asked. "Not that I'm complaining!" 

Lith glared for a long moment, before closing his eyes and taking a deep breath. 

- "We are not 'mates', lucky b*stard." - 

"In order, not glum, envious. Because clearly none of you has ever starved. And the 
second answer is linked to the first. When you suffer from hunger as long as 1 did, 
you do not feel safe unless you have some food with you at all times." 

Visen realized his blunder and tried to apologize, but Lith dismissed everything as an 
accident, proceeding to explain what they could expect from magical beasts. After he 
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gave them all the key points from his experience, there were still a few things left to 
say. 

"Never underestimate a magical beast. They may be stuck with just two elements, 
but they can use them in ways we can only imagine. Their casting time is incredibly 
fast, and to make things worse, our physical prowess is nothing compared to them. 

They need just one hit to incapacitate us, or worse. My advice is to always keep your 
distance, and never play the game like they expect us to." 

"Doesn't that mean that we are already screwed? We have already lost our biggest 
hitter." Visen wasn't much of an optimist about the situation, and neither was Delia. 

"We have lost only one member. Our aim is to survive, not to beat them all into 
submission." After the previous day, Phloria had shed away most other insecurities, 
becoming more decisive. 

"The main problem is, that after pondering a lot about it, 1 came to the conclusion 
that splitting up was a mistake. This is a group exercise, staying in a cave isn't getting 
us anywhere. You two could have helped us a lot yesterday. 

Not only Mima could have been saved, but you would have gained battle experience. 
After fighting the Clackers, 1 feel 1 have grown a lot as a Mage Knight. None of us will 
truly understand his own abilities without putting them to the test." 

"Agreed." Lith chimed in. "That's the reason why 1 taught you about how to use first 
magic in the wilderness and about magical beasts." 

- "That, and because otherwise you would fall without teaching me nothing. Mage 
Knight's spells are something 1 have to replicate ASAP. 1 can't wait to see what those 
two are capable of. 

Plus, 1 discovered a huge hole in my toolkit. 1 have to devise something against a 
swarm of small enemies." 

"And what about a swarm of big enemies?" Solus asked. 

"In that case, my only option is to run away." - 

"Also, 1 would like to propose Phloria as team leader. For an unexperienced unit like 
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ours, defence is more important than offence. Her skillset provides us the best 
options to stall and regroup. Not to mention yesterday she proved herself." 

"It's an odd way to say: 'thank you for saving my a*s'." She replied. 

"If we are keeping a score, 1 saved yours twice. First from the Cingy, then from the Ry. 
You are still an a*s short from getting the right to brag." He rebutted with one of his 
very few charming smiles. 

The forced cohabitation, coupled with facing so many dangers together, had helped 
the group to develop camaraderie. 

Despite all the hardships, Phloria was starting to enjoy their situation. 

It was the first time since coming to the academy, that she was being looked up for 
her skill, not her noble title. Her teammates didn't hope for her to fail to feel better 
about themselves, they were counting on her. 

Lith, instead, wasn't touched at all. For him it was just a temporary setback, 
something he had to cope with, exploiting that time to regain his people skills. He 
knew that over time, his edgelord demeanour would do him more harm than good. 

The world was big and unknown, he needed to play by the rules of society and avoid 
useless conflicts. In the grand scheme of his plans, one week was barely a rehearsal. 

No one objected to Lith proposal, he had already gained their respect. After seeing 
Phloria carrying him barely conscious, and listening to their story, Visen and Delia 
needed no more proof of her valour. 

"Before setting out of here, here's my orders. Visen, you'll pair up with Lith, is better 
to keep attack and defence of each unit balanced. I'll take care of Delia. Second, 
switch whatever you have in your magic storing rings with your best last resort 
spells. 

So far, nothing else worked, and things go downhill pretty fast." 

Having learned from his past mistakes, Lith had already prepared, so he used that 
time to pass something from his pocket dimension to Phloria's, leaving her dazed. 

"There something definitely wrong with your head." She said looking at his cold 
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smile, while he was explaining his idea. 


"But that's so wrong to be good." 

The morning hunt did go much better than the previous day. By going the opposite 
direction of the Clackers' nest, they found much more wildlife. Lith managed to 
disguise multiple times spirit magic with air magic, claiming quite a catch. 

Phloria helped too, while Bella and Visen focused on finding edible plants and fruits, 
their hunting skills were zero, and the others couldn't waste the precious light time 
teaching them. 

Moving around for so long in the forest, it took Sentar only a few hours to find them 
and report their position. 

["Do 1 have to announce myself and act alone like an idiot, again?"] 

Making mistakes on purpose didn't upset the Cron, unless they ended up losing. 

["No. New day, new rules. Only one of you has to be spotted, the others can lay low 
and coordinate their attacks with you."] Scarlett replied. 

["One glove is off, let's get round two started!"] 
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CHAPTER 74 
DAY TWO (2) 


It was almost noon, Phloria's group was about to call it a day, planning to resume 
after lunch. Delia was walking in the air. 

After all that had happened during their first day, she had kept picturing the forest 
like a hellish place, with dangers lurking behind every corner. That morning, instead, 
had been so peaceful that she had managed to calm herself and regain a bit of self¬ 
esteem. 

Visen was of a different opinion. 

- "Damn! Seeing Lith's and Phloria going along so well after a single fight together, I 
was really hoping to get the opportunity to prove myself to them. 

If a trembling jelly like Phloria has managed to become our team leader in one day, 
why should I be any different? My family is in the magic business from generation 
too, and my mom always told me that I am talented. 

Too bad that the academy's Professors do not agree with her. With Phloria's 
foolproof plan and Lith covering my a*s, I could show those beasts who is the boss. 
Sigh, instead all I did was picking fruits like a f*cking monkey!" - 

Suddenly, the wildlife calls that had filled the air until a moment ago went quiet. 
Sentar's shriek cracked the silence, announcing its presence. 

Lith flew to Visen's side, while Phloria did the same for Delia. The 2 men units kept a 
distance between themselves of about ten meters [11 yards}, close enough to be able 
to help each other in case of need, but far enough to not get caught by friendly fire. 

Unlike the first day, Visen wasn't scared at all. Lith was already covering his back, so 
he started chanting his first Warden spell, confiding in his partner skill to buy him 
enough time. 

- "Thank you, gods! This is really my lucky day, I feel we can do it. Dut since you are 
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already listening to me, can 1 also have the hot teacher from Principles of Advanced 
Magic fall into my arms, completely naked?" - 

Sadly, the mystic line between a man and his gods had to be gone bad. Instead of 
Nalear, it was Sentar diving downwards Visen, its talons spread wide for the kill. 

Truth to be told, it was a female and was naked too, hence many could argue that two 
thirds of the youth's prayer had actually been granted. 

Lith managed to finish his spell in time, conjuring three fireballs at once in a 
triangular formation along the Cron's trajectory. 

To avoid getting hit, Sentar was forced to conjure a strong updraft to make a U-turn 
and avoid the blunt of the explosion. Seeing that all eyes were still following its 
movements, after gaining altitude Sentar started flying in circles and preparing a 
trap. 

Coming from the opposite direction from their partner, Termyn and M'Rook tried to 
take the humans by surprise. Yet no one had actually paid any attention to the Cron, 
their casting uninterrupted. 

Phloria had already conjured a tower shield made out of earth, its surface completely 
frozen. A perfect counter to most spells based on air or fire magic, the only elements 
a Ry could use. 

Bella was now wearing a thin suit of armour, formed by countless shards of ice, the 
number of which was rising at dramatic speed, covering every inch other body and 
forming odd spikes on her back and arms. 

M'Rook had often seen that spell in the past years, the Ry knew it meant troubles. 

["Termyn, we have no time to lose. If the armour fully forms, we'll lose our physical 
advantage against that pup and will be forced to rely more on spells."] 

["Then what are we waiting for? I'll take care of the pups so dumb to use my 
elements, while you knock the others unconscious. Sentar has almost finished 
setting up the array, it's a foolproof plan!"] 

["Stop thinking with your tusks, dimwit! It's all too obvious. This is either a trap or 
the most idiotic plan 1 have ever seen. Let's pretend to fall for it, but be ready to 
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switch opponents once we understand their ruse."] 


M'Rook had used an air spell, to keep contact with its partners, no matter how 
distant. 

["Copy that, M'Rook."] Sentar replied. ["I'll give you all the covering fire you need, 
let's kick their a*ses and go home. I'm bored already."] 

- "Phew! I'm glad 1 get to switch target with M'Rook." Termyn thought. 

"1 don't like the pup with the mean eyes, he gives me an eerie feeling. 1 can't put my 
knuckles on it, but he has a vibe that reminds me of Boss Scarlett." - 

Termyn wasn't stupid, quite the contrary. M'Rook knew it, and that was the reason it 
had lashed at the Cingy's eagerness. Termyn had the sharpest instinct among the 
three, but this time was too embarrassed for sharing its readings. 

Both the magical beasts charged at their opponents, M'Rook in a zig-zag pattern to 
not offer an easy target, while Termyn could only advance in a straight line. 

- "Well, well. Look at that." Lith thought. "Seems that when not chasing us, they are 
not allowed to use fusion magic. First the Cron, and now the Ry aren't using air 
fusion speed boost to overwhelm us. 

If I'm right, this is a rare occasion to go mano a mano with a magical beast. If I'm 
wrong, meh. I'll fall valiantly protecting the team and get the heck out of here." - 

Visen had yet to finish his second spell, he needed more time. There were only so 
much Lith could do, with all the restrictions that the presence of witnesses burdened 
him with. 

But having already drank another set of three fake potions and activating air, fire and 
earth fusion, he was still quite confident after discovering that his opponents had 
restrictions too. 

Lith flew toward the Ry, manoeuvring in all three dimensions, forcing it to a stop. 

["Not this again!"] M'Rook growled in frustration. Suddenly, switching targets didn't 
seem such a good idea anymore. 
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["Ah, M'Rook, my stubborn apprentice. Seems like yesterday when a man-pup gave 
you a good beating and I once again pressed you to learn how to fly. Any creature 
that controls air magic should do it. Refusing to, is a sign of either pride or stupidity. 

Which one is your case, apprentice?"] Boss Scarlett's voice resounded in its ears. 

["It doesn't seem like, it was yesterday! And you repeated that a hundred times 
already, 1 get it! Now shut the f*ck up! This pup is troublesome."] 

Scarlett guffawed at the Ry trying to hide its shame and embarrassment behind an 
angry facade. 

Meanwhile, Termyn had almost reached the girls. When the Cingy was about thirty 
meters [33 yards] from them, they both launched toward it two yellow wisps of air 
magic, one from the left, one from the right, in a X pattern that left Termyn no way to 
dodge. 

- "Oh, sh*t! Not this again!" - Termyn thought. 

Having learned its lesson, the Cingy dived nose first toward the ground, that opened 
under the girl's astonished eyes and turned softer than cotton, allowing the beast to 
burrow through like a hot knife against butter. 

That move had caught them unprepared, but Phloria training kicked in. She kept 
following the tunnelling effect with her eyes, while casting a Mage Knight spell with 
her free hand. 

Delia's armour was almost complete, and several full formed ice weapons were 
circling around her, waiting for a command. Like Phloria, she was readying another 
spell, cursing herself for not having bought any potion. 

They had asked Lith if he could share them, but the imprint system made it 
impossible. From opening the stopper, to drinking the liquid, only the owner was 
allowed to do it. 

There were only two possible options. Lith could drink and spit them into another 
bottle, but not only that was disgusting, it was also useless. Outside the flask, the 
magical properties wold quickly disappear. 

The second one, was to pass the liquid mouth to mouth. Everyone had dismissed the 
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idea without a second thought. In the heat of the battle it would have been suicidal. 


When Termyn came out of the ground, right under the girls' feet, like a shark from a 
horror movie, it met Phloria's tower shield reinforced by the Tower Guard spell. 

It enhanced the conjured shield density, raising its weight and hardness to that of a 
rock weighing several hundred kilos. 

Despite Tower Guard, Termyn came out dazed but unscathed, while the tower shield 
shattered on impact, forcing Phloria to cast for a new one. 

Lith too was having a hard time. Once the initial surprise was over, the Ry had 
decided to ignore him and take down the weakest link. The other pup was doing 
nothing but casting non-stop, with no apparent effect. 

Much to Lith's disappointment, even with the potion-like boost from fusion magic, 
his physical attacks had almost no effect. The thick fur was like a cushion, taking the 
blunt of the hits and dispersing most of the kinetic energy. 

- "Dammit! If only I could go all out with fusion magic, this would go differently." - 

"Not on my watch!" Lith yelled, releasing his tier three spell Checkmate Spears to 
stall some more. But this time M'Rook had its legs on the ground, and had already 
experienced the spell's effect. 

So, it used compact and high-density air shields to deflect all the spears it wasn't able 
to dodge while moving at high speed with air fusion. 

- "F*ck me sideways!" Lith thought. "Their restrictions only apply when attacking, 
not defending." - 

It took only a couple of seconds for Lith's spell effects to wear off, leaving the Ry with 
nothing more than a few bruises. Visen had yet to finish. 

"How long does it take?" Lith yelled in frustration. 

"And don't you dare answering until everything's ready!" 

- "Perfection requires time!" - Visen inwardly grumbled, completing the second spell 
and starting the third one. 
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- "I swear that as soon I get back to the academy, I'll stockpile speed potions like 
there's no tomorrow. How could I be so stupid? I'd really deserve a good beating." - 


Once again, Visen and the gods seemed to be perfectly in tune. 

Sentar had finally completed the dark air array in the sky, making flying above the 
trees impossible for the four students, while thunderbolts and black arrows rained 
from the enormous magic circle the Cron had materialized. 

The fast lightnings and the slower arrows coordinated their trajectories, leaving 
Phloria's team no way out but defeat. 
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CHAPTER 75 
DAY TWO’S AFTERMATH 


While Termyn was still in a daze, Delia didn't miss the opportunity to strike with her 
most powerful lightning spell. The Cingy was incapable of using fusion magic, so it 
took a clean hit, its whole body going into a spasm, keeping it an easy target. 

- "Dammit!" Delia thought. "1 was so scared when those things attacked, that's only 
thanks to Phloria's instructions that 1 didn't freeze again. 

And to add insult to the injury, 1 was in such a rush that 1 ended using the Dladed 
Dattle Armour instead of the Dashing one. Edged weapons are useless against such 
thick protections. F*ck my life. Here goes everything!" - 

As soon as the lightning struck, Delia rearranged the ice shards that composed her 
armour, turning the gloves in war hammers, that she slammed with the combined 
strength other arms and flight spell between the Cingy's eyes. 

The impact was strong enough to make the beast take a few steps back, while 
shaking its head trying to regain focus. The several blades conjured from the ice 
armour, started to spin on their axis, turning into buzz saws. 

Following Delia's will, they encircled the enemy attacking from all sides, managing 
thanks to their high-speed rotation to cut through the rock-hard skin. 

Termyn scoffed at the girl's efforts. 

- "Please! The first hit is for free, the next ones you have to earn them." - 

Just like the day of their first encounter, the Cingy activated Mountain Dody, its 
strongest defensive spell. Every inch of Termyn's body turned to a shiny black, its 
density raised to the extreme thanks to a massive flow of earth magic. 

A short charge forward was enough to send Delia crashing against tree, stopping the 
blade swarm in its tracks. Phloria had no idea how to stop something so strong and 
heavy, yet she had to try. 
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It was in that moment that the situation turned for the worse, with lightning and 
dark projectiles raining from the sky. 


- "That's a game two can play!" Visen inwardly screamed. "Gods, why in the heroes' 
tales they are never caught in the middle of a spell? Talking should be a free action!" 


It was his time to shine, yet he was forced to keep chanting the third Warden 
formation, while with his foot he activated the magic symbol he had engraved in the 
ground. 

All he could do was use first magic to create a bang noise, alerting his companions. 

Instantly, the entire area of the fight was surrounded by magnetite enriched stone 
pillars, that acted like powerful lighting rods and intercepted every single electricity 
magic-based attack. 

- "Sh*t! I wanted to complete all three to maximize their effect, but we are losing 
ground every second. - Gritting his teeth, Visen activated the second array, creating a 
ten meters [11 yards} radius low gravity field. 

The four mages had all stored a flight spell in their rings or were already flying, so 
they could instantly cope with the sudden change. Gravity or not, it made no 
difference to them. 

But when Termyn tried to take on Phloria's shield, she only had to give it a strong 
push upwards to send it in the air, like the Cingy was just a balloon. 

Bella's armour had already reformed, and she was ready to intercept the enemy. 

According to the plan, she should have kept it in the air, exploiting the Cingy's 
weakness to wear it down with physical and magical attacks, giving Phloria the time 
to take care of the Ry. 

But avoiding the sudden hail of dark bullets and foiling all Termyn's attempts to 
reach the ground, required all other focus, leaving Bella no time to attack. 

Termyn was conjuring tendrils of earth to get back down, generating at the same 
time thick ice shields to intercept Bella's spells and ice bullets to keep her away. 
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The Cingy couldn't allow to be hit by a Lift again, it would have been too humiliating 
failing twice for the same trick. Termyn was giving its all, swimming towards the 
tendrils. 


All Bella could do was use her conjured weapons to cut the tendrils as soon as they 
arose from the ground, while dodging the combined attacks the magical beasts were 
raining on her. 

Lith could only curse their bad luck. 

- "Who would have thought that magical beast can use arrays too? Based on what 1 
have seen, if 1 could use true magic, 1 could fight on par with one of them. But as a 
fake magic user, we need two of us to make one of them. 

Even if Mima was still with us, we would still be at disadvantage. 

We have only until Visen's formations run out of juice before the wipe out. Got to 
take care of that Cron, and fast!" - 

As soon as the second Warden array was activated, Lith circled around the 
flabbergasted M'Rook, whose legs were now a few centimetres floating above the 
ground, grabbing it by the tail and throwing it toward Phloria. 

According to the plan, it was up to her to get rid of the Ry with the ace in the hole 
Lith had kindly provided. But even without the lightnings, Sentar's control on the 
array was on another level, compared to Visen's. 

Sentar could freely manipulate the dark bullets aiming only to their enemies, greatly 
reducing the advantage the low gravity field granted the man-pups. The Cron would 
also reinforce the barrage adding wind blades, making any attempt to attack her 
allies even harder. 

Despite always having refused to learn how to fly, M'Rook was a natural at air magic. 
Even just reacting by instinct, the Ry was able to move enough to avoid almost all 
Phloria half-baked attacks. 

Seeing no other way out, Lith decided to resort to a ridiculous plan that had just 
popped in his head. Termyn was completely focused on Bella and at controlling the 
tendrils, its back was wide open. 
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The Cingy had yet to notice that Lith and Phloria had switched opponents. 


Lith shoot a fireball at the ground below Termyn, the resulting explosion propelled it 
in the air, away from the earth tendrils and scattering the defensive shields. 

Lith moved below the belly of the beast, pushing it upwards with all the speed and 
strength he could muster. Visen's array didn't cover that much space, Lith needed to 
gain momentum fast, before the reduced gravity effect wore off. 

He soared the skies, willingly walking into Sentar's trap. Using Termyn as a shield, 
though, it was the poor Cingy that took all the damage in his stead, grunting at its 
opponent for using such a dirty tactic. 

Sentar was forced to temporarily stop the sky array. Termyn could take lightnings all 
day and whistle the whole time, but darkness bullets were another story. Every time 
they hit, they would sap the strength and vitality of the victim. 

When all the momentum had dissipated, and the Cingy started to plummet, Sentar 
hesitated for a moment. The Cron could see its friend had gone limp, its eyes were 
clouded by the fatigue and pain from all the friendly fire it had endured. 

Sentar was worried that falling from that height, Termyn could get seriously 
wounded if it didn't manage to soften the landing. 

Lith exploited their friendship, using that moment to reveal himself, casting his new 
and hopefully sure kill spell. Despite its name. Checkmate Spears had yet to defeat a 
single opponent. 

"Burning Prison!" 

Six fireballs appeared at the same time around Sentar, one above, one below and the 
others in a square shape, resembling for a moment a giant, flaming eight faced die. 

Without giving the enemy the time to react, they all detonated together, inflicting 
heavy damages despite the air shield Sentar had managed to conjure at the last split 
second. 

Back at the castle, having nothing else to do, the Professors were spectating and 
commentating their students' performances. 
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"That's my student!" Professor Vastor was puffing his chest with pride. 


"I always told you, Thorman. Healing magic develops calm and foresight. That alone 
wins half of a battle." He said while actually looking at the Headmaster, trying to get 
extra funds from him, like everybody else. 

"Bullsh*t!" Professor Wanemyre replied. "That's thanks to my classes. Only a 
Forgemaster can have such a quick casting and precision at timing his spells." 

"Bah! You should get a full check-up as soon as possible. Clearly there is something 
wrong in your head." Vastor scoffed at her remark. 

"What if 1 killed you both at the same time? You are ruining my show!" Manohar 
yelled throwing salty snacks at them. Unlike the others, he was sitting on a very 
comfortable looking armchair, surrounded by bowls filled with delicacies. 

He was zapping from fight to fight, looking for something interesting. Right now, he 
was trying to follow Phloria's group from different angles through the surveillance 
mirrors. 

"Man, this stuff is good." He said while eating a pretzel-like snack. 

"We should record and sell it. 1 call dibs on the profits. 1 need more funds. Okay, 
Linjos?" 

The Headmaster could tolerate the lack of honorifics, but the idea of making a 
business out the sweat and blood of his students was too much. Those were the lives 
of young adults, not the entertainment for some rich and bored noble. 

Yet the idea had its allure. The academy was a black hole for money, no matter how 
much the Kingdome invested on it, there were never enough. 

"I'm more interested in one student managing to develop a tier four personal spell 
after a month. Great job, Nalear." Professor Nalear replied with a polite bow, using 
the hand behind her back to give the finger to her boastful competitors. 

Before the smoke dissipated, Lith was already charging full speed ahead. 

- "1 bet everything 1 have that the ticking Cron is still alive and kicking. No matter 
how much 1 put in a single spell, it's never enough against a magical beast." - 
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And he was right. Sentar was injured, but far from being knock out. It had managed 
to compensate quality with quantity, conjuring a series of concentric air barriers, 
halving the spell effectiveness. 

While the Cron was still dazed by the booms and the blinding flames, Lith appeared 
through the lingering smoke. Putting the potions finally at use, he punched Sentar 
multiple times, in the head and body. 

Back on the ground, without covering fire, M'Rook was losing ground quickly. The 
array intercepted every lightning, while Phloria's shield offered protection against 
any quick spell it could whip up. 

Phloria was managing to hit more and more often, her sword was perfect for 
piercing the thick fur and skin of the Ry, that was now bleeding from multiple points. 

After using Blast Guard to throw her opponent off balance, she took out something 
from her dimensional amulet, using first magic to keep it on the tip of the sword. 

At her next stab, M'Rook did its best to dodge, but Phloria still managed to use her 
superior mobility to stab through, injecting the Clacker's poison Lith had saved from 
the previous day in the enemy's side. 
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CHAPTER 76 

CELEBRATORY BANQUET 


All those who where spectating, were so astonished to be at loss for words. 

Scarlett and the Headmaster called each other so fast that it was impossible to know 
who had called who. 

"What the heck is that thing?" Asked Linjos. 

"How the heck did a fourth-year student got her hands on a Stunner Clacker's 
venom?" Asked Scarlett. 

Having got his answer already, Linjos returned the favour. 

"Yesterday that group was attacked by Clackers. One of the poisoned ones was 
recued and managed to detoxify himself. 1 never expected for him to actually store 
the venom for later use." 

"Son of a..." Scarlett turned back at the fight, were the tables were quickly being 
turned. 

Termyn had managed to land safely, but its energy reserves were scraping the 
bottom of the barrel. Bella, on the other hand, was could finally show all her 
prowess. 

By rearranging the ice shard that composed her armour, she was able change the 
shape and size of all its parts. 

Sacrificing her defence, she turned her limbs in giant swords, hammers, sickles, 
whatever came to her mind that was better suited to juggle the Cingy in mid-air, 
while her conjured weapons darted around piling up the damage. 

Phloria kept sticking close to the Ry, while the venom started to take effect, making 
its movements sluggish and uncoordinated. 
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Lith instead, could feel that something was wrong. Despite all of his efforts, after a 
few blows Sentar had managed to put some distance between them, blocking the 
incoming attacks with air cushions that dissipated the force of each strike before it 
could reach the Cron's body. 

- "Dammit! Solus, remind me never to get close to a magical beast until 1 get a decent 
weapon. First the Ry, now the Cron, I'm too weak to get anything from physical 
attacks, f*ck my life." - 

"There, there." Solus replied. "Look at the bright side, you learned this during an 
exercise, instead of risking your life on a gamble." 

"Yeah, you are damn right. This time the glass is half full, even for me." - 

Lith stopped giving chase and started casting another powerful spell, but Sentar was 
too fast, even in its debilitated state. Swallowing its pride, the Cron admitted defeat, 
using air fusion and air magic to run away as fast as it could. 

Sentar swooped down, rescuing Termyn from Delia's clutches before it was too late. 
With a sudden U-turn, it grabbed also M'Rook, using true air magic to make both its 
companions weightless. 

It was only then that Visen completed the third array, conjuring multiple elemental 
spheres that would attack any opponent he would design as a target. Alas, there was 
no one left. 

To his defence, the whole fight had barely lasted a minute, and every time he had to 
activate an array or dodge an incoming attack, his casting speed had been severely 
affected. 

Wardens' spells were more suited to be prepared from the rear guard, rather than in 
the line of fire. 

"F*ck!" He yelled. "Right now? All that casting and sweat for nothing?" 

"Who cares?" Delia was on cloud nine. "We won! This time they were the ones 
running away. We should celebrate..." 

"Where is Lith?" Phloria cut her short, refusing to lower her guard yet. 
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"Right here." Said a voice from above. 


Watching his face, one could think they had actually lost. Lith could barely contain 
his anger and frustration. 

- "Why did 1 even waste all that time learning martial arts again? They are useless 
against magical beasts, and against humans 1 just need the simplest spell to kill or 
incapacitate them." 

"Well, maybe because you were so clumsy you would trip on your own feet?" Solus 
sarcastically reminded him. 

"Also, they are not useless. All that footwork practice saved our lives countless times. 
If in the future you get cornered, what would have you said if you did not do it? 'Oh, 
why 1 was so arrogant? Why didn't 1 learn them again?'. 

You are unbelievable, nothing is good enough for you. Too cold, too hot, too 
lukewarm. Enough with you control issues, quit whining and rejoice! You'll ruin 
everyone's mood." - 

Just looking at him, everyone assumed back their combat position, believing Lith's 
demeanour was caused by an impending danger he was going to warn them about. 

"Where is the enemy?" Asked Phloria looking left and right, keeping an ear out for 
any suspicious noise. 

Lith used Life Vision, searching the proximities for any sign of danger. 

"Gone, I'd say. Even from above, is all trees and small animals." 

"So, did we really win?" A radiant smile appeared on Phloria's face, finally lowering 
her estoc. She turned towards her companions, her arms raised to the sky in sign of 
joy. The others followed her suit, getting close to each other. 

Before something unspeakable, like asking him to partake in a group hug, could 
happen, Lith burst their bubble. 

"Do you really want to start screaming in this gods-forsaken forest? 1 say that with all 
the ruckus we made, it's better to go back to our haven, before another uninvited 
guest shows up." 
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- "Party pooper!" Solus scolded him. "Nonetheless, let's get out of here. The rings are 
empty, and your mana reserves are dangerously low." 

"1 know. Using a tier four spell requiring hexacasting, while using three kinds of 
fusion magic really did take its toll. And 1 can't even use Invigorate too much. Having 
an apparently infinite mana capacity would rise too many questions." - 

His words spoiled the happy mood, and by the time they got back at the cave most of 
the euphoria was gone. 

"1 still can't believe it." Delia's cheeks flushed at the thought of their battle. 

"1 resent that. My plan was rock solid." Phloria objected. 

"Indeed it was. But you misunderstood me. 1 meant that 1 still can't believe 1 didn't 
screw up! After how 1 behaved during the first day, 1 was starting to believe 1 was a 
hopeless case." 

"There, there. A single slip up means nothing, it can happen even to the best of us." 
Visen was mostly speaking about himself, trying to be supportive at the same time. 

They started sharing the highlights of each one's contribution to the victory, patting 
themselves on the back and complimenting to each other. 

Lith was already nauseous from all the niceties, seriously considering to cut off the 
next hand on his shoulder. 

"If we want to eat more than hot air today, we need to prepare the meat. Has any of 
you ever skinned and gutted some game?" 

Lith used earth magic to conjure several jars from the ground, to collect the non¬ 
edible parts before destroying them with darkness magic. 

An awkward silence followed. 

"1 never hunted alone, before. 1 would always give my game to the cook. He always 
took care of the rest." Phloria was embarrassed, so she fiddled the ground with her 
foot. 

- "Interesting." Lith thought. "Phloria does that every time she feels uncomfortable. 1 
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could exploit this tell, if 1 ever decide to plagiarize poker." 


"Or if you are curious about who she is interested in!" Solus chimed in. 

"What?" 

"Come on, spoilsport. Don't you want to see some romance? You are all so young and 
hormonal, wouldn't be cute if two of your teammates hook up?" 

"It would be a disaster. First their mind would become even emptier, and second, 1 
don't want to spectate some kids making out. The cave is little and my patience 
short." Solus mind-pouted at him. - 

According to Solus' observations, Phloria wasn't uncomfortable around any other 
teammates. That was disappointing for her, she really wanted someone to jump on 
Lith, just to see his reaction. 

"1 know only the basics, but I'm a fast learner." Visen volunteered, winking at the 
girls. 

- "Neither of them is really cute, but beggars can't be choosers." He thought. "1 will 
show to the girls that a real man doesn't fear a little guts and blood." - 

Having already experienced high school, Lith could recognize that look at first sight. 
It was what undeserved confidence mixed with desperation and the willingness to 
f *ck anything that moves looked like. 

"Okay." Lith said hiding a cruel grin behind a kind mask. 

"First, you have to drain the blood. To do that, you hang them upside down and then 
cut off the head." He made an exaggerated movement on purpose, sending a little 
blood everywhere. 

Visen's face lost its colour, turning pale. Lith mercilessly handed him a big fluffy 
rabbit. Despite being already dead, its big round eyes were staring at Visen, like 
asking: "Why did you kill me?" 

While Visen was trying to come up with an excuse to go back with the girls, Lith had 
already took the skin off of his prey, handing that too to Visen. 
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"Put it in a jar for me, please." Lith never stopped smiling with a kind and brotherly 
expression on his face. 


Visen let the rabbit fall from the shock. When his hands touched the greasy and 
sticky side of the skin, he turned green, fighting against the urge to puke. 

- "You're a monster!" Solus accused him. 

"Guilty as charged." He confessed. - 

"At this point, you need to perform a big incision, and pull out all the organs. Like 
this!" He turned the gutted rabbit toward Visen, to let him better appreciate the view. 

Just to keep on the safe side, Lith reinforced the Hush barrier and conjured a pot 
really close to his teammate. 

"Why are you still holding the skin?" Lith pretended to not have noticed he was 
frozen stiff. 

"Here, toss away the guts for me, please." When Lith handed him the viscera too, it 
was too much for Visen. He fainted on the floor like a dead weight. Lith had expected 
some screaming and puking, but that was fine too. 

"What happened?" The girls asked after hearing the thump sound. They had run in 
the bathroom after the first blood. 

"Nothing. Seems Visen is not cut to be a hunter, though." After getting rid of the 
poser, Lith's movements became much faster and precise. It wouldn't take him long 
to finish. 

"Does anyone know how to cook?" He asked. 

"Are you asking that just because we are girls?" Phloria sounded quite enraged. 

"No, just because 1 hope someone can give me a hand." 

"Sorry." Delia said. "1 know how to eat, though." 

"What about you, oh fearless leader?" Lith poked her, since Phloria still refused to 
reply. 
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"I never got the chance nor the desire to learn. But I'm quite skilled at eating too, 
thank you for asking." Phloria took a mental note to at least learn how to butcher, 
otherwise her hunting skill would lack a practical use. 

Before starting to cook, Lith cleaned everything and destroyed the jars and their 
content. He called the girls to wake up their fallen comrade and show them how to 
use first magic for cooking. 

When the delicious smell of roasted meat started to spread, Visen fully regained his 
senses and appetite. Using so many powerful spells while fighting such a hard battle, 
had exhausted most of their mana and stamina. 

They managed to wolf down everything they had got during the morning, leaving 
nothing for dinner. Despite not having salt or any spice, their meal was seasoned 
with victory and hunger, making that the best meal the three of them ever had in 
their life. 
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CHAPTER 77 
INTERLUDIUM 1 


After lunch, the group fell asleep. The stress and the fatigue from the last two days 
weighted heavily on everyone, but Lith and Phloria were the most affected. 

They had been on their toes non-stop since their arrival in the forest, the only 
moments of rest were those that they spent in the cave. Lith had pushed his body so 
hard during those days that he was aching all over. 

He used Invigoration as much as he could, and that meant very little. From his 
experiments with the potions, Lith knew that the physical enhancing ones had side 
effects, just like fusion magic, that only proper rest could remove. 

Invigoration could make up for them, but how could he possibly justify his ridiculous 
recovery speed? His mind kept searching for a solution, but without success. 

Restless, he started reconsidering his group's situation and chances of success. 

The more he thought about it, the more the exercise didn't make any sense. 

- "How the heck is a group of teenagers supposed to last for a whole week? With no 
prior notice nor someone capable of hunting, 1 can't see even a genius get past the 
third day. 

The Headmaster's magical beasts attacked once a day, and each time it was much 
worse. If by tomorrow they get serious, it will be our end. And that's just the icing of 
the cake, there's also the fear, the need to search for food and shelter. 

Not to mention things like those spiders that just want to eat you. 

Sure, we could just hole ourselves in the cave, but if Solus is right, then we would 
only risk of damaging our grades. 1 don't know how long 1 can still hold on. The 
forced cohabitation is pushing me to the brink of insanity. 

My hatred and rage are eating me from the inside, it's only a matter of time before 1 
snap." - 
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Phloria's group woke up only for a frugal dinner, at the expenses of Lith's food stock, 
before going back to sleep. 

The moon was shining bright in the sky, and from its favourite spot, Scarlett was 
contemplating the last piece of the puzzle that had fallen into its lap. 

The Scorpicore was atop the tallest hill of the forest, the only place from where 
something of its size could sit comfortably while looking at its domain. 

- "First, a group of five man-pups with six mana cores. That alone was beyond odd, 
but with the Clackers ravaging the forest, 1 had almost forgot about it. But then, 
somehow, one of those man-pups manages to remove from his body the Stunner 
Clacker's venom without it losing much of its potency. 

1 know it's not a big deal detoxify it with magic or an antidote, but extracting it from 
a victim? Not even a magical beast capable of using light magic would be able to 
accomplish such feat. Let alone a human, with their silly imitation of magic. 

It would require to be able to locate and manipulate the venom coursing through the 
body with surgical precision. That's something that only an Awakened like me would 
be able to do. 1 need to have a chat with this pup, before this charade comes to its 
end." - 


Scarlett's elite squad was in a deep slumber, resting to recover from the many 
wounds received that day. The Scorpicore set a powerful barrier around its beloved 
minions, so that no one could bother them without incurring in a sudden death. 

Then, with a powerful flap of its wings, Scarlett took off, using his gold rimmed 
enchanted pince-nez to find where the anomaly was hidden. There were just a few 
dozen groups remaining, between that and its speed, finding the cave was a simple 
task. 

Once outside, it suddenly realized to have overlooked a major problem. 

- "Dammit, how the heck do 1 start a conversation without scaring the sh*t out of 
him?" Scarlett scratched its right ear with the back leg, searching for a solution. 

"1 got so used talking to Linjos and his minions, that 1 had almost forgot that my 
appearance can be quite intimidating. Kidnapping isn't a good ice breaker. 1 could 
enter after devolving to a cat, but why should he talk to me? 
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Damn, this is going to be harder than I expected." - 


After pacing for a while, hoping Lith would somehow notice its presence and wake 
up, Scarlett decided to change its approach. Thanks to the pince-nez, it could see that 
the anomaly was a ring. 

The artifact was different from everything Scarlett had ever encountered. Its 
curiosity was more piqued by the second. Scarlett decided that if the owner was 
unavailable, it could always try with the artifact. 

Scarlett sent a tendril of mana, thin as a silk thread, to connect its mana core to 
Solus', establishing a telepathic link. 

- "Whatever you are, 1 demand an explanation. What are you trying to accomplish in 
my domain? Why are you leeching energy from a helpless pup? Speak, or 1 will crush 
you between my fangs!" - 

Scarlett didn't like humans much, but was still polite towards them, hoping to avoid 
useless conflicts. But when facing cursed objects, it would show no mercy, stooping 
down at their level and speaking the only language they knew: violence. 

Hearing that alien voice resounding in her mind. Solus was terrified, instantly 
waking up. It had been such a violent intrusion that even Lith regained his senses, 
his conscience dragged along with hers. 

- "What is happening?" He asked. 

"1 don't know, there's a voice in my head, and a giant monster thingy outside." - 

Using Life Vision, Lith could see through the cave's walls Scarlett's silhouette and 
energy signature. His mouth went agape in front of the biggest and strongest magical 
creature he had ever seen. 

- "Solus, what's its mana core?" His mouth went dry, Lith needed to lean against a 
wall to not fall on his knees for the shock. 

"Bright blue, but there's something odd. The amount of mana it holds its beyond 
words. Is like the world energy is willingly seeping in its body. It's similar to your 
breathing technique, but unbelievably stronger. Lith, Tm scared." 
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"Same. Where the f*ck are the Professors? Without them we are dead!" - 

Knowing there wasn't much he could do, Lith activated Invigoration, quickly 
replenishing all his mana reserves and restoring his physical strength. If he had to 
die, he would die fighting without holding back. 

Watching the world energy flow inside the pup through its pince-nez, Scarlett 
winced of joy. One of its questions was already answered. He was clearly an 
Awakened too, now the problem was to ascertain how deep he had been corrupted. 

Using another thread of mana, Scarlett created a separate mind link with Lith. 

- "Fear not, 1 mean no harm, otherwise 1 would have just made the hill collapse, 
burying you all alive. 1 only want to understand the cursed object purpose and goal. 1 
don't want to kill you, but if you try defending that parasite, you'll leave me no 
choice." - 

Lith was so shocked hearing another voice in his head, that he started to believe he 
was actually going mad. Everything was happening too fast, and he could not make 
head or tails of those words. 

- "What cursed object? Who are you and what do you want from me?" 

Luckily, unlike his mind link with Solus, this one was active, not passive. It required 
Lith's will to pass information or thoughts, so he could channel his anger and conceal 
his fear. 

"Do you deny having a living being at your finger?" 

Since the monster knew so much, Lith realized that lying would be useless, the best 
he could do was hide part of the truth. 

"No. But it's just a dimensional ring, it does no harm." Solus' real nature had to be 
kept hidden, otherwise the creature could take her for itself. 

"You fool!" Scarlett sneered. "Who would give life to such a trivial object? Don't you 
realize how deep is its deception? 1 can't believe that despite being Awakened you 
are so stupid. It's clearly a lie, and you know it!" 

"I'm a what?!" Lith asked. That conversation was making less and less sense. 
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Scarlett snorted, cursing humans and their inability to take care of their own. 

"Another self-taught? Not bad, pup. An Awakened is someone that has learned to 
manipulate his own mana core. Not only it allows him to use magic the same way 
magical beasts do, guiding it with the mind instead of the body. 

But also makes possible to refine the mana core, drawing in the world energy and 
permanently adding it to his own. It's what you just did, pup. 

Now tell me, how do you call your talent? Every one of you 1 met gives it a different 
name: first magic, the supreme art, original magic, whatever." 

"True magic." - Lith mind blurted without a second thought. He had finally met 
someone that could explain to him true magic. 
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CHAPTER 78 
INTERLUDIUM 2 


- "True magic?" Scarlett sneered. "Another pretentious name for my collection, then. 
Why don't you come out? Talking this way is tiresome." 

"What about my Professors? Aren't you afraid of them meddling?" 

"No. Right now their surveillance mirrors just show you sleeping. It requires a bit of 
effort, but 1 can tamper with them for a while." - 

Lith swallowed a lump of saliva. The monster wasn't lying, it could have killed him 
ten times already. But that only made the situation even more scary. 

- "How do 1 get out without waking the others?" - A Warp Steps appeared in front of 
him, leading in front of the Scorpicore. Fighting hard to keep his knees from shaking, 
Lith started weaving all his strongest spells, preparing for the worst. 

Scarlett stared at him with an inquisitive look. Despite being so close, it was hard to 
perceive any trace of corruption, and that was already a good sign. 

"What do you want from me?" Lith asked with one spell ready for each of his fingers. 

"1 already told you, 1 just want your cursed object. After that, 1 will get out of your 
hair." 

"My partner is no cursed object or anything. Is just an artifact, you are clearly 
mistaken." 

"Do you even know what a cursed object is?" 

"No." Lith admitted. 

"You see, no matter how powerful an artifact is, it has no life. It's just an object." 
Scarlett handed to him its pince-nez. 
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"This is an artifact, believe me. Now, use your true magic and tell me, does it feel 
alive to you?" 

Lith used Invigoration and Life Vision, perceiving many and powerful magics within 
it, but no life. It had mana flow, but no mana core or life force. 

- "Solus, what about your mana sense?" 

"It indeed has more power than many of your Professors, but no mana core." - 

"That huge castle is a massive and powerful artifact, but is it alive?" Scarlett pointed 
to the White Griffon with one of its claws. 

Once again, both Life Vision and mana sense reported a huge flow of mana, but no 
mana core. 

"No." Lith reluctantly said. 

"Now, what about your ring?" 

Lith used Invigoration for the first time ever on Solus. Just like in the past he had 
used Life Vision to see her mana flow and life force, Invigoration revealed a small 
yellow mana core. 

- "Why didn't you ever tell me you have such a weak core?" Lith asked, surprised by 
the fact that she was so weak, despite all the years spent together. 

"Well, you never asked. Besides, what did you expect? After almost starving to death, 
1 was left with barely a red one. 1 still need time to recuperate." - 

"It has a yellow mana core." Lith admitted. 

Scarlett had to swallow down a huge scoff. 

- "That confirms my worries. That thing is playing him like a fiddle. There's no way a 
living artifact has just a yellow mana core. It must be using some trick to cloud his 
senses." - Scarlett nodded, and proceeded with its explanation. 

"Life cannot be created on a whim, from nothing. There are only two ways to give life 
to an inanimated object, and both require a terrible price. The first method, requires 
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a mage or creature very powerful and very insane. 


A cursed object is when someone takes out a huge portion of himself, and binds it to 
a powerful artifact. A Lich's phylactery is the most common example, but is not the 
worst kind. 

Some creatures have a deep grudge or insane ambition, but no will to live forever. 

So, they pass this obsession of theirs to the one object they are most attached, giving 
it life. But beware, despite having a mind of its own and immense powers, a cursed 
object is most of the times just a shadow of the worst parts of his creator. 

It entices its new master with promises of power and glory, but every time they are 
used, the boundary between master and servant gets thinner. The mind link they 
share allow the object to tamper with the owner's mind, changing it little by little. 

Until he becomes a copy of the object's maker, striving to complete its loose ends. 
And when the user dies, they just search for a replacement." 

"What about the second method?" Lith was stalling for time, hoping someone would 
come to his rescue. 

"Well, that's even worse. To the point it's part of the so-called forbidden magic." 

"Forbidden?" Lith had never heard about any kind of magic being forbidden, not 
even necromancy. 

"Yes. Forbidden magic is the most horrible thing a magical creature could do. Using 
the life of others to empower his creations. Such magic can give birth to miracles, but 
the price is too high, the risks immense. 

It's an unnatural process, almost impossible to balance. One tiny mistake can turn 
the miracle into a nightmare. The most common case of forbidden magic, is when the 
mage is so obsessed by someone to resort to magic to bound him/her to an object. 

The victim becomes doomed to an eternity of slavery, and after the death of its 
captor, the only things that awaits is madness. Still a prisoner, incapable of free will, 
doomed to obey whoever holds the magic's focus. 

1 am no hero, nor a self-proclaimed ally of justice, but destroying such abominations 
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is an act of mercy towards the victims of this perverted kind of magic." 


"Thanks for the lesson, but my partner is neither." Lith clenched his fists, unwilling to 
submit. 

"Isn't there anyway to prove you that you are wrong?" He asked as a last resort, 
hoping to avoid a third death. 

"Of course, there is." Scarlett's tail stopped waggling, assuming a question mark 
shape. Being the tail of a scorpion, rather than a cat, the gesture resulted threatening. 

Lith took several steps back, his whole body ablaze for the mana he was about to 
unleash. 

[AN: question mark tail means the cat is happy, waggling means nervousness.} 

"Damn tail. Sorry, habits die hard." Scarlett put the tail under its body, in a signa of 
peace. 

"1 just need to touch you." The Scorpicore said raising its huge paw. "If 1 am wrong, 
which 1 consider highly unlikely, 1 will leave the both of you alone. You have my 
word." 

It made sense, even Lith needed physical contact to use Invigoration. If the 
Scorpicore had a similar technique, it was bound to work the same way. 

Lith nodded, and Scarlett pressed two digital pads on his forehead. Being much older 
and experienced than Lith, its Aura technique not only had all of Invigoration's 
properties, but it also allowed Scarlett to get a glimpse of the subject's true nature. 

Under the effects of Aura, no deception was possible, both the body and the mind 
could not lie. 

What Scarlett saw sent cold shivers down its spine. The body was fine, and so was 
the mind and the mana core, aside from a small imbalance caused by too much 
refining. It was something that would fix by itself, with time. 

But where Lith's true self was supposed to be, there was only a bottomless void, 
made of rage, grieving and hate. 
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Staring into that abyss, the Scorpicore could see the abyss staring back, trying to 
taint its mind with twisted logic and unbridled fury. Circling the void, there where 
several lights, keeping the void at bay and preventing it to devour everything. 

Getting closer to the lights, Scarlett was able to see that each of them had a face and a 
name. Carl, Rena, Lark, and so on. Only one light had a name but no face. Solus. 

- "Order and chaos, what the heck is this pup? This is exactly what 1 would expect to 
find in a cursed object, not into any living being. If the corruption spreaded so fast, it 
means it's way worse than 1 thought. 1 will probably be forced to kill them both."- 

To confirm its suspects, Scarlett touched the ring, only to once again remain 
completely dumbfounded. 

Not only the mana core was yellow, making it the worst living artifact ever, but there 
was no trace of madness, pain or ill will. There was only a light, like the Scorpicore 
was used to see in cubs and babies. The being in the ring was so naive to be 
upsetting. 

The black dots encompassing the light had all the same name and face. Lith. Being so 
close to the abyss for so long, seemed to have affected the living artifact, making it 
less trustful and cynic. 

- "By the Great Mother!" Scarlett's head was spinning. "The human is corrupting this 
thing? Not the other way around? What madness is this?!"- 

Because of the shock, the Scorpicore took a step back, trying to rearrange its chaotic 
thoughts. 

"Whatever you are, you are not a kid. You are a monster." Scarlett growled. 

"Well, you are not that good looking either, at least according to human standards." 
Lith filled himself to the brim with mana with Invigoration. The beast's tone and 
glare had already said all he needed to know. 

"Insolent whelp! Who cares about looks? It's not about what you do..." 

"Is because of what 1 am." Lith completed the phrase, remembering Protector's 
words. 
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- "I'm sorry, Solus. It's been great knowing you. It seems you'll have the find another 
partner. Please, forget about me, and live as long and happily as you can." - 

The disparity between Lith and his opponent wasn't something that could be 
overcome with dirty tricks or ingenuity. Lith was preparing himself to die, his only 
hope was to give Solus enough time to run away from the mad beast. 

- "No way! It's only my fault. If it wasn't for me, this thing would have left you alone. 
I'm not leaving you. I have no chances on my own, I much prefer to go down fighting 
instead than running." - 

Solus squeezed her ring form hard, preventing Lith to took it off. 

Thanks to its Aura technique, Scarlett was still able to see both the mana cores, the 
ability had long lasting effects. 

For a brief moment, the cores started to pulse in unison. The yellow one took the 
excess energy from the cyan one, turning green and allowing it to stabilize to the 
next level. 

The two cores resonation allowed Lith's magic power to go way beyond his limits, to 
the point that the ring grew and expanded, covering the right hand in the form of a 
fingerless glove. 

It was still nothing compared to the Scorpicore's strength, and yet the creature 
stared in amazement. Nothing that night made any sense, its patience had run out. 

"I yield." Scarlett said, leaving Lith and Solus as shocked as the Scorpicore. 
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CHAPTER 79 
DAY THREE 


"You what?" Lith kept using Invigoration, overloading his body with mana. He had no 
reason to believe such a change of heart. 

"Yeah, sorry. Finding so many mysteries at once overwhelmed me for a second. 1 will 
stay true to my word and leave you alone. 1 don't know what that thing is, nor what 
you are, but that's not reason enough to kill." 

Scarlett noticed that aside from that fleeting second, both the mana cores had gone 
back to normal, the weak-a*s artifact was back being a ring. 

"What do you mean saying you don't know what 1 am?" Lith was now more scared 
than before. 

"You may have the appearance of a kid, yet you are not. You are closer to an 
Abomination, rather than a human being. The opposite stands for your partner. That 
thing is not a twisted perversion of life, but a living being like 1 never met before. 

My reasoning was based on false assumptions. 1 almost let my arrogance guide my 
hand, and for that 1 apologize." 

The Scorpicore lowered its head, it's menacing aura and aggressive stance subsided. 

"Why did you think my partner is deceiving me?" Lith didn't know how to react. The 
only thing he could think of, was to act friendly but remain vigilant. 

"Do you know that it's taking part of your life force?" 

"Well, yes. When 1 found my ring, it was on the verge of death. We have helped each 
other ever since." 

The pup kept spewing unbelievable truths like they were the most natural thing in 
the world. Scarlett's head was spinning. The Scorpicore took pride in its knowledge 
and wisdom, but none of it helped making sense in that mess. 


traitorAIZEN 564 I 698 



On the verge of a nervous breakdown, Scarlett decided to perform a last attempt. 


It placed the left paw on Lith's head and the right one on Solus, while activating Aura. 

- "Their thoughts cannot lie. If the living artifact attempts to tamper with my 
readings, 1 will notice immediately." - It thought. 

"Are you a human or an Abomination?" It asked Lith. 

"As far as 1 know, a human." Truth. 

"Were you filled with rage before finding your partner?" 

"1 think 1 was even worse before." Truth with sincerity on top. 

"Do you have any ill will toward the human?" This time Scarlett asked Solus. 

"No. 1 like him very much." 

That answer brought the Scorpicore to the peak of frustration. 

"Everything 1 ever learned is a lie!" It screamed in despair, letting them go. 

Unable to hold so much mana any longer, Lith let it disperse. Still in a daze, the 
Scorpicore had turned its back, preparing to leave. 

"Wait! At least explain to me what made you change your mind." 

"The link between you two is not parasitic. That thing is not really sucking out your 
life force. On the contrary, it allows you to use a bigger flow of mana than you 
naturally could, preventing the excess energy to damage your body and using it as its 
nutrition. 

Two birds with one stone. 

Killing you is also out of question. You did nothing wrong. 1 have watched your team 
during these days, you have showed respect toward the forest and its animals. As 
long as you behave, you are free to live your life as a student. 

It is none of my business." 
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The Scorpicore took the skies with a single flap of its wings. 


- "A good-natured cursed object and an Abomination capable of retaining its self- 
consciousness. Now 1 have seen everything." - 

Lith had so many questions left unanswered in a corner of his mind. What was true 
magic? What was the Awakened agenda? How to contact them? 

But the only thing he could think about was the joy of being still alive. He didn't want 
to meet the Scorpicore ever again, at least until he was strong enough to hold his 
ground. 

Lith went back to the cave, his body was already starting to experience the 
aftereffects of the mana overload. Moving as silently as he could, he went into the 
side cave bathroom, finally losing control of his bladder. 

The next day, he needed to use Invigoration just to get back to his previous 
conditions. Between the physical and psychological stress of the encounter with the 
Scorpicore, he had barely been able to catch some sleep. 

He was in terrible shape, and so were his companions. Magic could heal all wounds, 
but there was only one way to recover their stamina without rest. The healer had to 
share his life force with darkness magic, but Lith was the most tired of them. 

While consuming breakfast, eating the herbs and fruits left from the previous day, 
Lith made his pitch. 

"Guys, why don't we just give up?" Everyone at the table was surprised, but no one 
seemed outraged at the idea. 

"1 mean, look at me. I'm a healer, yet 1 fought in the line of fire from the first day. 1 
already used every trick in my book, if those beasts come back today, 1 doubt we 
have a chance to make it. 

We were sent here to learn, and damn if we learned more than a thing or two. Now 
we are physically exhausted and mentally tired. If this was a battlefield, Td say that is 
better to retreat to fight another day, rather than fight a losing battle." 

With deep eyes and aching bodies from two days sleeping on the ground, the 
proposal sounded quite alluring. 
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"As much as it pains me, I can't accept." Phloria spoke first. "If this was a battlefield, 
you would be right not once, but a hundred times. But this is just an exercise, and we 
have a lot to learn, even from defeat." 

Lith nodded, he could not refute her reasoning. 

"Yeah." Delia chimed in. "I understand your point, you are a skilled hunter, and was 
able to stand your ground from the first day. But yesterday was my first true battle, I 
can't give up after achieving so little. It would fill me with too much regret." 

"My thoughts exactly." Said Visen with a fierce look. "I can understand the burden on 
your shoulders, but this is too important to quit like that. If you don't think you can 
cover for me, then don't. I need to learn how to fend for myself. 

I refuse to be a burden to the group." 

- "Fantastic." Lith thought. "The group of rascals had to grow up a spine at the worst 
moment possible. I am beyond exhausted. All I want is a hot bath and get finally free 
from big brother's eye." - 

"Don't worry, Lith." Phloria patted his back. "I know that between the potions, the 
fighting and the healing, your body must be screaming in pain. I'll do my best to 
make your job as easy as possible." 

Lith smiled, inwardly cursing his bad luck. 

- "Yeah, and by tonight I'll be p*oping diamonds." - He inwardly added. 

Once again, their day started by hunting, away from the Clackers' nest. They 
managed to gather meat and fruits, but remained on their toes the whole time. 
Phloria was having second thoughts about her earlier decision. 

Lith was the only one that could use potions, and her first plan heavily relied on that 
to establish their tempo and not leave Visen open. His spells could turn tables, but 
required a lot of time to prepare, being their magnitude and area of effect that big. 

But after going all-out three times in two days, she could see how worn out Lith was. 
His hands kept trembling, his pace was unsteady. Knowing potions' side effects, she 
thought they were the cause of his lack of vigour. 
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Instead, he was still suffering from the shock of the previous night. Being in a life or 
death situation was something he was used to. Being discovered as not being a kid, 
but rather an Abomination, had given him a real scare. 

Was the Scorpicore right about him? And what about Solus' origins? Lith only 
wanted some peace and quiet to calm his nerves, yet he was forced to use Life Vision, 
alternating it with Solus' mana sense to not waste too much energy. 

Both their abilities required focus and mana to be kept active, especially for Solus, 
with her weak mana core and poor mana capacity. Yet they had to do it, knowing that 
it was only a matter of time before the next attack. 

For that day, Phloria was paired with Lith and Belia with Visen. 

"Incoming!" Lith yelled, prompting his teammates to assume battle formation. There 
had been no warning this time, everyone was astonished by Lith's keen senses and 
sharp instinct. 

Phloria and Belia managed to conjure their equipment, but this time the magical 
beasts were going all out. Infused with air magic, M'Rook and Sentar moved faster 
than ever before, blitzing between their rank and forcing them on the defence. 

Phloria's team could follow them with their eyes, but sadly their bodies were not 
able to keep up. Without potions and so little experience fighting on the forest 
ground, their only hope was to activate the flight spell from their rings. 

That relieved part of the pressure from M'Rook, but made Sentar even more 
dangerous. The Cron was able to move faster than an arrow, now that they hadn't the 
cover or rocks and trees anymore, striking with spells and talons. 

In a few seconds, their rhythm was destroyed, and Termyn's arrival, sealed the deal. 

This time the Cingy didn't charge at all, instead chose to move silently, making the 
ground soft as a carpet. Using its partners distraction, he waited for an opportunity 
to make its move. 

As soon as the students' formation loosened up, he struck at their weak spot, Visen, 
knocking him out with a single hit of its tusks. Lith yelled to warn his teammates, but 
everyone was already locked in battle. 
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A Professor appeared rescuing Visen, and from that point it all spiralled out of 
control. In the academy's environment, Lith could barely exert half of his real power, 
and now that amount was halved again. 

His body was devoid of strength, his mind out of focus, still replaying the 
conversation with Scarlett. But most of all, he lacked motivation. 

He was sick and tired of pulling most of the weight of the team by himself. 

- "It's my fault, 1 made everything too easy for them for too long. 1 attack, defend, 
heal, provide the meals, hunt and cook! At this point, they could as well shove a 
broom up my a*s, so that 1 can wipe the floor for them when walking. 

If they want some experience, fine by me. But I'm done baby-sitting!" - 

Lith was lost when a lightning left him temporarily stunned, allowing Sentar to strike 
his back. Termyn and M'Rook teamed up, taking apart Belia's armour like a tuna can, 
while Sentar kept Phloria busy. 

M'Rook managed to bite her exposed neck, but stopped its fangs before doing any 
damage. After that, the three magical beasts disappeared as fast as they had come. 
The exercise was over. 

Being the last one standing, Phloria was filled with regret and frustration. There 
were so many things that she had overlooked, too many mistakes she could have 
avoided with a more proper planning. 

She finally realized her arrogance, always relying on Lith's apparently infinite tricks 
to keep the group afloat whenever something outside her plans happened. She 
should have given it more thought and less wishful thinking. 

By putting so much burden on a single unit, any group was bound to crumble as soon 
as the key member was unable to keep up. When Professor Thorman appeared to 
take her back at the White Griffon, Phloria was still looking back at those last three 
days in hindsight. 

They had made so many mistakes, her plans were actually so full of holes, that she 
couldn't believe they had managed to last for that long. 
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CHAPTER 80 
RESULTS 1 


When Lith regained his senses, he was back in the Main Hall at the ground floor of 
the academy. While getting up slowly, trying to shake off the lingering effects of the 
hit at the back of his head, he noticed that the Hall was filling up quickly. 

There were lots of Warp Steps opened. Some were being left active, allowing 
students from the fourth floor of the White Griffon to reach the Hall. 

Most of the Warp Steps, though, were used by Professors going to and fro the forest, 
bringing back the students one by one. 

- "1 guess that the third day marked the moment when the magical beasts stopped 
holding back." 

"Yeah." Solus said, glad to feel the safety of the castle walls all around them. 

"Honestly, 1 am kind of surprised that so many people managed to survive this long. 
Not to brag, but 1 was sure our group would be the one lasting longer." 

"1 didn't." Lith replied. "There are too many variables to consider, like who had been 
warned beforehand by a relative, hence coming fully prepared, or how much time 
they spent outside. 

Not to mention that maybe some groups were just lucky, being comprised of people 
that were actually able to cooperate, instead of needing someone that guided them 
step by step." - 

Judging from the expressions of his schoolmates, no one had any idea what they 
were waiting for, or why they had been summoned back into the Hall. While he was 
still looking around, Lith noticed that his team had gathered around him. 

"Seems you were right." Visen said. "There wasn't much 1 could learn by getting my 
a*s handed to me." 
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"You should have understood that teamwork is vital, but being able to stand for 
yourself is equally important." Trasque rebuked him. 


"1 mean, seriously? Why so few of you have used first magic during the whole 
exercise? The Headmaster will not let me hear the end of this. He is even considering 
to have you all retake the whole class from the beginning with a different teacher!" 

"Well..." Visen tried to be as considerate as possible toward the Professor. 

"First magic is good, but what could 1 have possibly achieved with it? 1 was trying to 
help my companions, they needed my arrays." 

Trasque glared at him, clenching his fists. 

"Well, for example you could have blinded the Cingy, so that when you attempted to 
dodge, it would haven't been able to intercept you. A failed array can be re-done, a 
fallen member cannot be resurrected. Next time, instead of playing the hero, 
consider the bigger picture." 

Among those who heard him, most took Trasque's words to heart. Aside from 
conjuring water to drink, very few of them had ever considered using first magic, 
deeming it useless. 

Remembering how she had used first magic to more easily slay the Clackers, Phloria 
stood straight as an arrow. Lith, on the other hand, could not stop rejoicing at the 
idea of getting rid of those blockheads once and for all. 

When all the students were assembled, the Headmasters stepped forward. 

"First of all, allow me to welcome every one of you back. That said, 1 have bad news 
and good news. The bad news, is that contrary to what many could believe, this was 
still a mock exam. 

Hence no matter if you lasted one hour, one day or three, you all get zero points." 

Linjos took a pause, letting the groans and curses to die out before resuming his 
speech. 

"This was your last wake-up call, from now on you are on your own." 
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This time, Linjos didn't keep still while talking, he walked among the various groups, 
like a general inspecting his troops. 

"You should have learned that your name, status and bloodline aren't going to 
protect you from an enemy, no matter how important you consider yourself. It's not 
only in the wilderness that such things hold no value, but also in the whole world. 

Do you really expect for everyone to respect or fear a feeble thing like a name? When 
you are outside the safety of your home, no one will ask you to introduce yourself 
before attacking. 

You should also have realized that petty behaviours create resentment. Many groups 
crumbled from the start, either due to past grudges or simply because some of you 
were deemed untrustworthy. 

Last, but not least, it seems that many of you didn't understand the nature of this 
test. It was meant to show you a glimpse of what a real battle is, to allow you to 
fraternize and overcome your differences. 

You were supposed to help and teach each other, not to barely lump together 
because you were said so." Linjos stared at several students, that seemed to shrink 
under his gaze. 

"The week deadline was just a pretext, 1 never expected that some of you would the 
gall to hole up, hiding the whole time. This isn't a law school, what could you 
possibly learn from bending the rules? 

The exercise is worth zero points, but such attitude cannot be tolerated. Any open 
violation of the rules will be punished by deducting points. 

As for the good news, points will be awarded to those that according to their 
possibilities, helped their teammates. While the points' deduction is individual, those 
gained by all team members will be pooled and divided equally among those that 
cooperated. 

Otherwise it would be unfair toward those that sacrificed themselves during the first 
day, or that fell because of someone else's mistake. Also, 1 didn't lie when 1 told you it 
would last seven days. 

For the remaining four, you have no classes, you are free to rest, go home or self¬ 
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study. It's up to you to decide. I hope that you will make good use of this time to 
think about this experience and learn from you mistakes. Dismissed." 

After saying goodbye to his ex-teammates, Lith jumped in the nearest Warp Steps, 
walking double time towards his room. He and his bathroom had some serious catch 
up to do. 

No matter how Visen had made the makeshift outhouse comfortable, it couldn't 
compare with a real toilet. Lith could finally use Invigoration, getting his strength 
back and relieving his sore muscles. 

He spent the next half an hour taking a long hot tub bath, while conjuring several ice 
mirrors to get rid of the few facial hairs that haunted is still childish visage and 
cutting his hair with air magic. 

- "Seems I was right about this exercise." Solus said while helping him with his cut. 
Without her help, Lith would have looked like an IRS clerk on a Monday morning. 

"Did you have any doubt?" Lith replied, still wondering after all those years what was 
wrong with the haircut he had back on Earth. 

"It's a system devised to teach stuck-up, conceited kids respect and discipline. Once 
you understand its goal, the rest comes easy. With a brain like yours, cracking the 
code was easy like connecting the dots numbered from 1 to 7." - 

Solus would have liked to get praised more, but Lith's stomach kept grumbling 
loudly more and more often. 

With a heavy heart, Lith dressed up. He would have much preferred to sleep for the 
next 24 hours, but hunger was still one of the things that scared him the most. He 
needed to eat and re stock. 

He was already headed toward the canteen when Solus stopped him. 

- "Aren't you forgetting something?" 

"My pants are on and I have yet to plagiarize and sell underwear. So my answer is 
no." 

"Your friends from the Healer class, silly. It's the perfect moment to get together and 
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bond a little. After the mock exam, you surely have many things to share with each 
other." 

"Please, have mercy. I'm so tired already, maybe next time." Lith cringed at the idea. 

"I'm here only to hoard knowledge and connections." Solus said while making her 
best Lith's brooding tone impression. "1 have no time to waste, 1 need valuable pawns 
once 1 become an adult again." - 

Arguing with himself was beyond stupid, so he went to their rooms to invite them to 
an early dinner. 

When it was Friya's turn, she had just finished washing herself too. Her cheeks 
where still rosy from the hot water. That coupled with the sweet smell of her skin 
and hair made Lith dizzy for a second. 

- "Stupid body. Whenever it decides to grow, it will always be too late." 

"Come on, she is so pretty." Solus still wanted her school romance, even if just as a 
spectator. "What's wrong with a fling?" 

"She is a kid and 1 am old enough to be her father. Everything is wrong with that!" - 

Once at the canteen, no one actually spoke for a while. They were all too focused on 
eating the first proper meal in days. Only after the second serving they began to 
share their stories. 

"So, how long did you manage to last?" Lith asked hiding his sour mood behind a 
radiant smile. 

"My group was one of the last returning to the castle." Yurial didn't miss the 
opportunity to show off. 

"Everyone agreed making me the leader..." 

"Lucky b*stard." "Poser." "Smartass." He ignored the crossfire of name-calling. Yurial 
was aware of the power his father's status granted to him, so he accepted their envy 
with class. 

"...hence 1 managed to quickly make them assume a defensive formation. When the 
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beasts arrived, they found us prepared. The worst part was standing watch at night 
in turns, sleeping in the open and eating grass and fruits all the time." 

"Yeah." Friya agreed. "The lack of food and the dirt were terrible. My group was 
comical, we had two skilled hunters, but none knew how butcher the preys. 

The smell of blood lured so many animals that we had to throw the game away and 
look for another place where to sleep. In the end we didn't find any, so when the we 
got attacked during the second day after a sleepless night, we lost two members at 
once. 

After escaping by skin of our teeth, we surrendered the next morning. We failed at 
making a decent camp again, and with no sleep at all we were barely standing when 
the sun rose. What about you, Quylla?" 

She was grinning from ear to ear. 

"It was awesome! Best two days of my life." Her answer caught everyone by surprise. 
"Care to explain?" Lith asked. 

"Sure! First, you have to understand that everyone was pissed at me, since I'm the 
top of the healing class." 

"One of the top students." The other three remarked as one. 

"Sure, whatever." It didn't escape their notice that Quylla seemed much more 
confident and fierier than before. 

"Since they knew being second rate at best, they started to call me 'just a healer' and 
ordered me to 'not be in the way'. So, when the attack happened, 1 did as they told 
me and ran like the wind on my own. 

When the others managed to catch up with me, after being forced running away, 1 
learned that our self-proclaimed leader had been pummelled by a Sym, a monkey 
type magical beast. 

They started calling me a coward, and trying to put the blame of the defeat on me. At 
that point, knowing that we were being watched, 1 gave them a solid piece of my 
mind. 
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I told them that for all 1 cared we could fail from day one, and that 1 had no intention 
of letting them treat me like trash for a second longer. Things quickly escalated, and 
when one of them tried to hit me. Professor Vastor appeared, beating the cr*p out of 
all of them!" 
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CHAPTERS! 
RESULTS 2 


Quylla stopped talking, laughing her as* off at the memory, while tears of joy rolled 
out her eyes. 

"He is quite fast for someone his size, you know." She said as soon as he managed to 
catch her breath. 

"He beat mercilessly the one that assaulted me and those that did nothing but watch 
as well. He then made clear that if they attempted something funny again, he would 
get them expelled. After that, my teammates and 1 reached an agreement. 

1 would help them, but only at the condition that 1 would not take watch at night and 
get the first choice about food. We didn't last long, but 1 had the time of my life, 
ordering them around. 

So, when 1 got back at the castle, the first thing 1 did was getting a Ballot!" 

Quylla took out the black sphere from her cuffs, slamming it on the table, drawing all 
the eyes on her. 

"The feeling of freedom is intoxicating, Friya, you should get one too. 1 don't see why 
a smart girl like you has to endure morons all day long. 

What about you, Lith?" 

"We lasted until the afternoon of the third day, everything went fine." Lith cut his 
report short, it was time to get something back from his investment. 

"During the exercise, 1 noticed that 1 cannot make full use of the potions without a 
weapon." 

"You brought potions along?" Yurial was incredulous. 

"Yes, 1 did. 1 bought them as soon as 1 got some spare points. 1 needed to get used to 
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their effects, before using them in actual combat. I tested how long they lasted, their 
potency and how strong 1 could hit or get hit before injuring myself. 


Nothing special, it's just the same thing we all did with the academy's uniform." 
Judging from their blank stares, they had no idea what he was talking about. 

"You do know that the uniform protects us, right?" 

They nodded. 

"And you didn't feel the need to check how it works? How much punishment it can 
take before ripping? What kind of blows you can take head on and what to dodge?" 

Silence befell again. 

"Well, between this and the potions. I'd say you just got yourself some homework to 
do during the next days." Lith said smiling encouragingly to them. 

"Don't worry for the uniform, it can self-repair from small damages." 

"Thanks for your advice." Friya said. "What were you saying about a weapon?" 

"That even if 1 had it, 1 lack the proper training. Friya, your second specialization is 
Mage Knight. What weapon do you use?" 

"Wow, 1 mentioned it to you only once and you actually remembered. 1 use a rapier. 
It's a quick and nimble sword, that easily pierces through an armour's joints, but it's 
not good for blocking heavy hits or cutting the enemy. 

According to my mentor, with my build it's the weapon that suits me the best." 

"Can you teach me the basics of swordsmanship?" Lith asked. "Having an enhanced 
strength is of limited use without a proper tool. Right now, when enemies come too 
close, 1 can only resort to first magic. 1 need more options." 

"Maybe 1 can help too." Everybody turned to the unexpected guest. 

"Mind if 1 join?" Phloria asked. "1 didn't get the chance to thank you earlier." 
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- "Not you again." - He inwardly sighed. 


"Not at all." Like a perfect gentleman, Lith stood up welcoming the newcomer. For a 
split second, he had been struggling to keep his amiable facade. 

Despite how tired and stressed he was, Lith could only play his part. 

"Guys, this is Phloria, my former team leader. Phloria, these are my friends from the 
Healer specialization, Yurial, Friya and Quylla." It had taken him a lot of practice to 
say the word "friends" instead of the more accurate "colleagues". 

Back on Earth, when Carl visited his workplace, many had got slightly offended with 
him for introducing them as simply colleagues. At that time, he didn't care, it was 
only a dead-end temporary job until his brother attained his master. 

Now, though, personal relations were of the utmost importance. 

-1 never understood why people have such a loose definition of friendship. A friend 
is someone that knows you. From things like your passions and ambitions to trivial 
things like your favourite book or colour. 

As 1 see it, they are not my friends. They don't like me as a person, only my academic 
achievements. 

They don't even know the names of my sisters." 

"Don't be so hard on them, they are just kids." Solus mind-shrugged. "They have met 
you in a though moment of their lives and you have become close. You often spend 
time together, either in class or during the private lessons you gave them. 

For most people, that's more than enough to call someone a friend. Especially 
considering you are not really open with them." - 

"Thank him for what?" Yurial interest was piqued. Lith was far from bad looking, 
especially since he had stopped with perpetual frown and the murderous glare. 

Being both rising stars in the Light department, Yurial had tried multiple times to set 
a double date, but to no avail. 

This was the first time that a girl that had come looking for him had not been 
dismissed with a polite excuse. Considering that they had spent a few days together 
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and seemed in a good relationship, Yurial was hoping to get some juicy gossip. 


- "He sure likes them tall." - He thought. 

"Didn't he tell you?" Phloria was honestly surprised. Between her group's horrible 
start, and how they heavily depended on Lith the whole time, she had expected him 
to complain about them with his friends as soon as they met. 

Instead he had welcomed her with one of his rare dimpled smiles, while the others 
clearly had no idea who she was. 

"Tell us about what?" 

"As much as it hurts my pride to admit it, he was the key member from start to finish. 
Without Lith we would have never lasted more than one day, let alone rack fifty 
points per day." Phloria sat down, ordering her meal. 

Friya whistled with admiration. 

"Thirty points each for three days is a great score, considering it was a surprise test. 
How did you manage to do it?" 

Phloria chuckled. 

"Sorry, 1 misspoke. 1 meant we each earned fifty points per day." 

"One hundred and fifty points in just three days?" Yurial dropped his fork from the 
surprise. 

"So much for 'nothing special'! Please, tell us all about it. For some reason Lith has 
been quite evasive, to use and understatement." 

They didn't have to ask twice. Phloria told them how he single-handedly repelled the 
magical beast on the first day, how he found and built them a safe haven. 

She put particular emphasis on the trick with the Clacker's venom and on how he 
taught them how to survive in the wild with first magic. 

"You wouldn't tell at first look, but shorty here is a monster!" She said patting 
energetically his back. 


traitorAIZEN 580 I 698 



The last word forced Lith to remember his encounter with the Scorpicore, sending a 
cold shiver down his spine. He didn't like the idea of being somehow related to 
Abominations, even less how close he had got to die. 

Luckily, his stiff expression blended perfectly with the others. Everyone at the table 
was shorter or barely taller than Lith, despite being older. If he had to be considered 
short, what were they supposed to be? Gnomes? 

"An artificial cave! How could 1 not think about it?" Yurial held his head between his 
hands in frustration. Being a Warden, things like that were supposed to be his 
specialty. 

"Finding the hill was just a stroke of luck." Lith dismissed the whole thing with a 
wave of the hand. "I'm sure you would have done the same if you had the chance." 

"Wow, 1 never pegged you for the humble type. In your shoes, 1 would brag about the 
exercise for at least a month." Friya said, looking at him in a new light. 

"Phloria exaggerates things too much. Yes, 1 did my part, but it was a team effort. 
Visen actually made the cave stable and habitable, not to mention providing the 
outhouse and supporting us in battle with his arrays. 

Phloria herself had a rocky start the first day, but she learned from her mistakes, and 
saved me from the Clackers. She turned to be an excellent leader, and it's only thanks 
to her plan that we managed to survive the second day. 

She is the one that managed to envenom the Ry, 1 just gave her the means to. 

Delia, well, she clearly lacked Visen's confidence or our battle experience, but she 
rose up to the occasion and did her part splendidly. 1, on the other hand, am 
incapable of leadership, and proved to be short fused, often venting my stress on my 
teammates." 

Lith resulted really convincing, mostly because he had been sincere. He had 
underestimated too many dangers, and lost control of his emotions more than once. 

It was hard to draw line where his mana core issues ended and his anti-social 
behaviour started. 


He knew he had a problem, but no idea how to fix it. 
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"Whatever." Quylla said. "Next time, I want to be in your group. Things would be so 
much easier." 

"Dream on." Friya sighed. "There are only thirty-four healers for over two hundred 
and fifty students. Hence at least sixteen groups had no healer during the exercise. 
It's impossible for us to ever end up together." 

"Maybe, and maybe not." Yurial said. "After the first trimester, students can go to the 
forest during the weekends, to collect precious herbs and materials for themselves 
or exchange them for points. Not to mention, it's all experience." 

Lith felt that his plea for help had been lost in conversation, but the topic was quite 
interesting. 

"Is mandatory a group for the forest? And will we be under surveillance again during 
our training?" He asked. 

"No, there is no need for groups, one could go alone or with twenty friends. Although 
a five men group is highly recommended, especially for fourth years. And no, there 
will be no surveillance, we would be on our own. 

The only safety measure is a panic button, very similar to a Ballot, but with only one 
function: a distress signal to call for help in case something bad happens." 

- "Interesting." Lith pondered. "1 could go alone to vent my stress, or with them as a 
shock therapy. Two days are too little to make me snap, but more than enough to 
steel my feeble social skills." - 

"Isn't your team one member short? It would be a pleasure and an honour to work 
together with the top students of the Light department." Phloria's request hit their 
egos in all the right spots. 

"How could we possibly say no to someone Lith holds in such high regard?" Friya 
stood up and shook her hand. 

Since things were spiralling out of his hand, he decided to get the best of it, and ask 
Phloria's help too. But that was the wrong moment, his companions were too happy 
from having found a kindred spirit, and he was too tired to bring them back to 
reality. 
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Lith decided to postpone his request for swordsmanship lesson after the four days 
break. Because of the private lessons he had imparted them about first magic, he had 
never got the chance to get back home during the weekends. 

It was time to correct that situation. 


traitorAIZEN 583 I 698 



CHAPTER 82 
HOMECOMING 


Since Lith had been officially admitted at the White Griffon academy the lives of the 
inhabitants of the village of Lutia had become easier and safer, especially for Nana. 
When news spread that the village was the birthplace of a mage, nobles had become 
friendlier, avoiding to break the law or cause any trouble. 

Even passing merchants would be more likely to offer discounts, no more harassing 
the local smiths. The usual crowd of rogues and troublemakers, that usually hanged 
around the tavern during the night, had turned meek or left altogether. 

Of course, such behaviour didn't come from the goodness of their hearts, nor from 
the fear of the youth that maybe in the future would become a great mage. Everyone 
knew he was away, and it would take no less than two years for him to return. 

The reason for such sudden change of heart, depended by the fact that those who 
didn't behave had made the strange habit of disappearing without traces, kill 
themselves leaving behind a suicide note confessing their crimes or simply died in 
accidents. 

What everyone but Nana ignored, was that a mage's birthplace was his starting fief. 
Being Lith evaluated as a Rank A student, one of the Queen's personal units was 
constantly monitoring the village, weeding out problems in the bud. 

They had no way to distinguish a simple criminal from someone that, either by his 
own will or because manipulated, was attempting to harm Lith's family. Most 
importantly, they did not care. 

As soon someone was identified as a potential threat, even if the investigations gave 
no results, they would get rid of the problem, just to be on the safe side. 

The Queen kept them updated on Lith's performance and potential, stressing the 
importance of giving him no further reason to resent the Griffon Kingdom and 
defect. 
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After the results of the mock exam, it was only because of Duke Hestia's compliance 
toward the school rules, leaving his daughter alone in hot waters and not trying to 
take revenge, that he barely managed to keep his Dukedom and his neck. 

[AN: Duke Hestia is the father of the leader of the trio that attempted harassing Lith 
during the first day. See Chap 57} 

Based on what her contacts had told Nana, once Lith's talent had been recognized by 
Manohar himself, both the Court and the Mage Association had taken to heart his 
well-being. 

For Nana it meant the chance to keep a big price on her services, despite having 
nothing more to do outside her role of healer. 

"Oh! Oh! Oh!" She laughed enjoying another sunny morning. "Who would have 
thought that helping that young spirit of your brother could bring the new heyday of 
my life. It's never been so peaceful in years." 

"How could my little brother have anything to do with it?" Tista chuckled, while 
using chore magic to clean the room. 

Nana shook her head. 

"Tista, my girl you outshine your brother in many things. Looks, kindness, bedside 
manners. There are just two things that you should really take from him." 

"One is talent. What about the other?" Despite having learned spells up to tier three, 
Tista had still no idea how Lith had managed to cure her. She could only explain it 
with an abysmal gap in their gift for magic. 

"No, 1 would never criticize someone about something innate. 1 was talking about 
being cynical and practical. You are too naive for your age. 

If your brother was here, he would look at me with his soul chilling glare, make a 
couple of questions to which 1 would answer enigmatically, and Tm sure he would 
understand what 1 mean." 

"Lith doesn't have a soul chilling glare!" Tista rebuked her mentor. 

"He is the most loving and caring little brother one could ask for." 
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Nana scoffed. 


"Because he always treated you like a precious gem. Try asking your future brother- 
in-law what does he think about Lith. And when you do, look him straight in the eyes 
and don't let him change the subject." 

Tista was about to rebut, when the door of the home office opened. Both the women 
turned their heads, discovering that it wasn't a patient, Lith had returned. 

"Lil bro!" Tista welcomed him with a warm hug. 

"You haven't changed at all!" 

He held her tight, whishing he could kiss her on the head, but she was seven 
centimetres [3 inches} taller than him. 

"1 went away for a month, not a year! Or did you expect me to come back scarred 
from the battlefront?" 

"Meanie!" She pushed him away with fake rage, giving a small punch on his shoulder. 

"Thanks for everything you did for me. Master Nana. 1 wouldn't be in the academy 
without you." Lith hugged his old mentor too. 

Nana enjoyed the embrace for a moment, asking herself if it hadn't been a mistake 
choosing to not have children. After her fall from grace, she had withdrawn, avoiding 
any meaningful relationship to not get hurt again. 

Maybe it was just the old age, or maybe hanging with those two little brats had 
cracked her armour. In any case, it was too late. 

"Why are you wasting time with this old bat?" Nana scolded him, poking him on the 
head with her walking cane. 

"Your parents are worried sick about you. Tista, you can have the rest of the day off. 
Bring him home, use force if you must." 

Tista giggled, taking his brother's arm before leaving. 

"Someone feels clingy, today. Since when do you like getting spoiled?" Lith laughed at 
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the affectionate gesture. 


"Since ever, duh!" 

During their walk, Lith noticed many youths suddenly changing direction or crossing 
the road. 

Between her beauty, her status and income as the future healer of the village, Tista 
was one of the most coveted maidens. Very few cared about the fact that she was still 
two years from the marrying age. 

Before Lith's departure, most were too scared to approach her. He had killed men at 
the age of six, a magical beast at eight, and was infamous for being overprotective of 
his family. 

While mothers and girls praised his decisiveness, it struck fear in the hearts of the 
suitors, that now believed to finally have free hand with her. 

"Is there someone in particular bothering you?" 

Tista made one other radiant smiles that could light up a room. 

"No, thanks. 1 can defend myself. Besides, they are harmless." 

"Are you sure? Accidents happen. You just have to say the word." 

Solus jolted. Despite the casual tone and his bright smile, he wasn't joking at all. 

Tista didn't notice, and laughed at the 'joke'. 

"Speaking of accidents, the village lately has become really quiet. 1 feared that after 
you left, brigands would attack as soon Nana left the village. Instead the whole 
region has never been so safe in years." 

Lith raised an eyebrow in disbelief, it didn't make sense until he remembered Linjos' 
words. 

- "1 had almost forgot my family is under surveillance. 1 must be careful not be 
followed when 1 perform my experiments." - 
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Since they spoke on daily basis with the communication amulet, Tista asked him why 
he had disappeared in the last three day. Lith told her everything about the mock 
exam, leaving her in awe. 

"Five mages fighting together against evil magical beasts? What an experience! 1 bet 
you looked like the heroes of the stories dad always told us when we were little." 

"Magical beasts are not evil. Some are good, other bad, just like humans. And we 
didn't look like heroes, more like scared teens. Plus, I'm terrible with people, and you 
know it. Have you not been listening or are you just trying to flatter me?" 

Tista punched his arm again in reply. 

When they arrived home, Lith noticed that the cultivated fields were bigger than he 
remembered, there were farmhands helping their parents. Now that all their kids 
had become independent, Elina and Raaz had decided to expand the family business. 

When they saw him, they ran to his side, hugging him while crying uncontrollably. 

"My baby, my little baby is back." Was the only thing they managed to say. 

Lith felt incredibly happy and awkward at the same time. Happy for their infinite 
love, awkward because he had yet get used to it and because he didn't know if he 
deserved it. 

The real Lith, their son, had died twelves years ago, replaced by an alien mind. He 
knew it wasn't his fault. He didn't kill the baby, nor he had chosen them willingly. 

Sure, Orpal and Trion had damned themselves with their actions, yet it was the 
miraculous survival of the baby that had led them to those events. Lith felt 
responsible for breaking up that wonderful family. 

- "Aren't you forgetting something?" Solus meddled with his train of thoughts. 

"Without you, your mother could have died of childbirth. Remember how weak she 
was at the time? If she had been grief-stricken, she may have not survived, letting 
herself go without fighting. 

Not to mention that we don't know what would have happened. Orpal might as well 
started targeting Tista instead of you, and we both know how she wasn't able to 
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stand up for herself. She could have died, either by illness or by your sick brother's 
hand. 

1 can easily see him, teaching her a lesson resulting in her conditions getting worse. 
Sure, he would later apologize and realize his mistake, but 1 still think he would have 
gotten himself disowned. 

Did you somehow force him to say all those mean things to Tista, making her, your 
mother and Rena cry all the time? Did you manipulate him into sending those five 
goons to beat you to a pulp? No. It was all his doing, and he paid the price. 

It's much better having two healthy good children, instead of a hot-headed conceited 
a*shole. The only way Orpal had to be happy was to be an only child." - 

Knowing the human nature, Lith was prone to agree with her. Stealing a newborn 
food, his obsessive need for attentions, were all indicators of a twisted personality. 
Lith hadn't forgiven Orpal, nor felt sorry for him. Only for his family. 

Feeling Tista's warm embrace, seeing her safe and happy, quickly dispelled the 
doubts that were clouding his mind. Saving a single Tista or Rena, was worth killing 
a thousand Orpals. 
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CHAPTER 83 
SOLUS’ SURPRISE 1 


After entering inside the house, away from prying eyes, Lith made use of his 
newfound knowledge as a healer. 

He used Invigoration to spot and fix all bone, muscular and even intervertebral disc 
damages accumulated in his parents' bodies over time, due to the hard work in the 
fields and the aging. 

He also used tier four magic to not make them feel tired because of the treatment, 
borrowing them his energy. 

"What the?" Raaz moved around, feeling the subtle changes. 

"1 feel full of energy and my knots have disappeared. It feels like 1 am twenty again!" 

"Glad to hear it." Lith replied hugging his father. "1 have learned so much in just a 
month. The academy has showed how limited my horizons were. There are many 
things 1 can still improve." 

He also performed a full check up on Tista too. She was always fit as a fiddle, but Lith 
never stopped worrying about her. 

They talked about his mock exam, of which Lith gave an accurate description, 
although removing the encounter with the Scorpicore from the picture. 

Instead he put particular emphasis on how he developed a good relationship with 
his teammates and Phloria in particular. 

The doctored version of the story was aimed to avoid them worrying about him 
being alone in the academy, hoping to help overcome their long-term sense of guilt 
for him never having any friend in the past. 

His parents kept believing that Lith had spent his childhood alone, because the 
family needed money and food, forcing him to become a hunter first and a healer 
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later. But that was only half the truth. 


He had almost nothing in common with teenage magicians, let alone with young 
children. Work had always been an excuse, to avoid taking any unnecessary risk of 
blowing his cover. 

After settling the matters with his family, Lith decided to take a walk in the woods. 

He needed some time alone, not only to sort out his chaotic feelings, but also to try to 
convert everything he had learned from the academy and its books in true magic. 

Knowing that he could be under surveillance too, he walked toward his private 
clearing in the Trawn woods using Life Vision, while Solus scanned their 
surroundings with all the senses at her disposal. 

- "Aside from us and the animals 1 can't find anything else." She reported. 

"Same. 1 believe that it's possible for the Queen's men to have magical items that 
conceal their presence, but 1 doubt they can avoid all our combined resources. 1 use 
true magic, while you, well, beats me what you use. 

Bottom line, 1 think we are safe. Probably they have been sent to keep an eye on 
external threats, not on me." 

"Yeah, but it's better be safe than sorry." Solus gave her firs paranoid remark ever. 

"By the way, do you remember that before the mock exam 1 talked about a surprise?" 
"Of course." 

"Well, time to reveal my new gift. We need a special place, so 1 need you to follow my 
instructions." - 

Lith casted his slipstream flight spell, moving in an irregular pattern toward the 
destination Solus had pointed him to. At the same time, both of them were scanning 
their surroundings. 

Following them at such high speed while remaining covert should have been 
impossible. They soon reached the inner part of the woods, where months before 
they had assisted the three kings against the Wither. 
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It was still a wasteland, only grass and weeds had started growing anew. 


- "We are in the clear. I didn't notice anyone following us. Did you choose this zone 
because it provides no cover to our pursuers?" 

"No, because it's one of the few spots that can serve our purpose. Thanks to my 
sense of self, every time I regain a new function, I always know how to make it work. 
This one is special, and needs a special spot." 

"What's so great about this place? It's depressing and more dead than Julius Caesar." 
Solus chuckled. 

"Did you ever wonder why the Wither moved in this direction every time it managed 
to escape?" 

"Normally I'd say it was just desperate, but I bet you have a better explanation." 

"Bingo! I noticed it the first time we came here, but back then I couldn't make head 
or tails about it. You see, with my mana sense I'm not only able to differentiate 
people, but also landscapes. 

That's because the world is literally full of mana, and some places more than others. 
During our travels, I noticed several spots were the world energy was much more 
abundant than usual, and this is one of them. 

I believe that the Wither was looking for this place to leech the massive amount of 
world energy to survive the fight." - 

Solus detached from Lith's finger in her usual spider form, reaching a clearing a few 
meters away, before starting to burrow into the ground. 

In front of his astonished eyes, a blue pulse lit the clearing. At every beat, something 
came out of the ground. It was like looking at a fast-forwarded video, were one could 
see a seed become a flower in less than ten seconds. 

But in Solus' case, the small pebble grew into a tower. 

A puny, demolished tower, to be precise. 
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It barely reached 10 meters [33 feet} of diameter, with a single door flimsy enough to 
get carried away by a strong gust of wind. The tower only had the ground floor and 
no roof, debris covered it's top, like it had collapsed on itself. 

- "This is indeed a surprise." Lith was impressed nonetheless. "Does this thing come 
with any defence mechanisms? If so, wherever we go, we will always have a place to 
stay, avoiding humans and beasts alike." 

"First of all, this is not a thing, that's me!" Solus was quite pissed off being treated as 
an object. "And yes, I do have defence mechanisms. So, get your rude a*s inside, so I 
can activate them." - 

Lith did as instructed, discovering that the structure inside was bigger than it looked 
on the outside. On his right there was a set of crumbled stairs going up, and another 
that seemed to go down unimpeded. 

In front of him there was a single door, leading to a bedroom almost identical to the 
one Lith had made build in his house. Yet the bed was a king size canopy one, and the 
room had a private bathroom, just like his room at the academy. 

"Mass displacement?" Lith asked in amazement. 

"Yes." For the first time, he could hear Solus's voice with his ears. "Only part of this 
form exists in our plane, the rest is actually in the pocket dimension. Do you like this 
piece of home away from home?" She was clearly eager for a praise. 

"Very, it's an amazing replica. I can't thank you enough for giving me a real toilet, it 
means the world to me." 

Solus giggled. 

"You are welcome. But this is not the surprise, just part of it. Go downstairs, please." 

In the basement there were two more rooms, the first one was a perfect copy of the 
forgemastering training hall, down to the last small detail. 

"I was able to reproduce both the potion and the forgemastering labs, even the 
equipment." She explained. "But I cannot create from nothing ingredients or 
consumables. Some things we can only buy them." 
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Lith opened the drawer supposed to contain rings and amulets to enchant, but just 
as Solus had announced, it was empty. 

"Not a problem." He replied. "There is not much that 1 can do with my limited 
knowledge. 

Luckily, when 1 told Professor Wanemyre that 1 wanted to do some practice on my 
own, she gave me a few rings and a bottle of the liquid for drawing magic circles. We 
have enough for a few attempts at applying true magic to forgemastering." 

The only Forgemaster's spell Lith had seen, was the one for realizing dimensional 
items. He drew the circles and the runes with the utmost care, there was no one to 
help him in case something went wrong. 

When he finished, he placed a pebble in its center. He wasn't expecting to succeed, 
only to study to mana flow to reproduce it with true magic. 

So, instead of chanting, he used Invigoration to call upon the world energy and sent 
it to fill the magic circle. It was easy, and it didn't affect his mana reserves, since he 
was employing external energies. 

Unlike Professor Wanemyre, he didn't fill the circles to the brim. Being an 
experiment, the less energy the better, not to mention he wanted to avoid creating 
top tier rings after just a month. 

According to the books, it was sufficient to give the circles mana until the air started 
to crackle to obtain the lowest class dimensional objects. 

Lith knew the thirteen runes and their spells like the back of his hand, he had 
performed them countless times during the lessons and on his own. 

Remembering the characteristic feeling of each one, he weaved the runes' 
incantations in rapid succession. In Lith's mind, Wanemyre's performance, albeit 
exceptional, was like a kid playing a piano one key at a time. 

He was convinced that to maximize the effects, the different spells had to 
complement and integrate each other, like in a magical symphony. 

The runes rose in the air one after the other, forming a perfect ring around the 
pebble in the blink of an eye. Lith then started compressing the mana inside the 
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runes. Soon all the energy was encompassing the little stone, trying to seep inside. 


Now it was the most critical moment, Lith had to force energy and matter to fuse 
together. Things were going smoothly, but in the back of his head there was a 
constant alarm that something was wrong. 

Suddenly, the energy mass imploded, pulverizing the pebble. Despite being unable to 
escape, the mana gone wild still managed to burn the circle, leaving a crack on the 
floor. 

"Ouch! That hurt!" Solus said. 

"Sorry, my bad." Lith said embarrassed by his failure. "Any idea what has gone 
wrong?" 

"Right off the bat, 1 can come up with at least eight errors you did." She actually 
replied at his rhetorical question, leaving Lith in awe once again. 
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CHAPTER 84 
TRIAL AND ERROR 


"First of all, Wanemyre said that the size of the circle matters, and you made it too 
big for a pebble. A smaller one would have been better to save ink and better focus 
the mana. 

Also, you formed the mana sphere too fast, not giving it enough time to get properly 
imbued with magic. Then there is the matter of how you arranged the runes..." 

Solus started nit-picking every single mistake he had done. According to his own 
earlier analogy, more like someone playing a symphony. Solus was making Lith feel 
like a button masher had attempted to go pro at fighting games. 

Everything she said sounded right, and that made her even more irritating. 

"Well, why didn't you tell me all of this earlier?" He grunted. 

"How could 1 spot mistakes you had yet to do? It isn't my fault if being the wise one 1 
am capable of learning from others' mistakes, while normies like you must stumble 
and fall before walking properly." 

"Oh yeah, miss wisea*s? If you are that good, why don't you come here and show me 
how is done?" 

"Gladly." 

The room started pulsing with a white light, the crack in the floor disappeared. Then, 
another pebble flew on the ground, while several drops of ink hit the floor, forming 
the runes again in a perfect circular pattern. 

"You have forgotten the circles. Solus. So much for being a wise one." Lith playfully 
mocked her. 

"Do you mean this?" Suddenly the space around the pebble was filled with mana, 
perfectly contained in a circular shape, just encompassing the runes. 
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"How did you..." 


"I learned Invigoration from you, and we are actually sitting on a geyser of world 
energy. Is not that hard to keep it stable, for someone capable of space 
displacement." She proudly explained, cutting him short. 

"Do you mean in this form you are capable of keeping the mana stable without a 
limit?" Lith stopped their cheerful quarrel, shocked by the revelation. 

"Well, duh! Why?" 

"Because that means that time is no matter an issue, at least while 1 practice in here. 
This is a perfect magical furnace for a complete beginner like me!" 

Lith weaved the thirteen spells again, following Solus' instructions and earlier 
advices. No more worried by the mana dispersal, he bid his time, making sure that 
the mana sphere was strong and stable, letting the energy seep in the pebble before 
the final step. 

And so, the pebble melted before he could even attempt the fusion between matter 
and energy. 

"Another failure! What did 1 do wrong this time?" Lith asked in frustration. 

"Honestly, 1 don't know." Solus mind-shrugged. 

"There were some things you could have done better, but in theory it should have 
worked." 

Just to be sure they weren't missing anything, this time Lith put on the ground one of 
the spare rings, and with Solus' assistance, they repeated the whole process, but this 
time using fake magic. 

The forgemastering went without a hitch. 

"What the heck?" Lith could not understand why true magic was failing him. 

"We did the same thing, step by step. Why did it work this time?" 

"Third time is a charm?" Solus said without actually believing it. 
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They kept crushing, melting and vaporizing many pebbles, but at the end of the day 
their only success was the low-grade ring made with fake magic. 

"It's almost noon, better stop, or your mother will worry." 

"Yeah." Lith left the lab, heading back at the ground floor. His eyes wandered inside 
the bedroom, whose door he had left open. 

"Solus, do you remember my comment about the dirty mind of those who designed 
the academy's rooms?" He asked while rising an eyebrow in suspicion. 

"Yes, why?" 

"Why does my room have such a big bed? And why the hot tub is clearly designed to 
comfortably accommodate two persons?" 

"Well, 1 thought that maybe, sometime in the future, you would like to have some 
company." If he didn't know her any better, Lith would have swore there was a hint of 
mischievousness in her voice. 

"Thanks for your concern, but I'll give a hard pass on that. I'll never reveal to anyone 
your existence, it's too dangerous." 

With a sigh on her side, both the bed and the tub shrank. 

"On second thought, keep the bed big. It's more comfortable that way." 

Ignoring Solus' grumblings, Lith was about to exit, but stopped at the last moment. 

"Is the coast clear?" 

"Yes, in this form all my capabilities are enhanced by the world energy. 1 can even 
spot the three kings, despite how far away they are from us. 1 can't imagine someone 
escaping my detection. Even in my weakened state. I'm always a legendary mage 
tower!" 

"You have yet to tell me what defence measures you can use." 

"Uhm, not much, actually. 1 can turn invisible, and when you are within the premises, 

1 can sink underground without leaving any trace. 
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At the moment my options are quite limited. I couldn't even sustain this form 
without borrowing such abundant external mana." 

Lith was impressed nonetheless. Her cloaking, spatial displacement and mana 
manipulation were already at that level despite the yellow mana core. What would 
Solus be capable of once she reached the cyan level too? 

Lith returned home fast as he had gone, to make it harder spot their new special 
place. 

- "Don't you think you are wearing your paranoia cap too much?" 

"No." Lith replied. "If 1 was the one supervising the village, keeping an eye on 
someone like me would be wise. In their eyes. I'm still a kid, our family isn't poor 
anymore but it's not rich either. 

1 have no real ties with the Kingdom, on paper 1 am the perfect example of a talented 
youth that could be easily swayed with promises of riches, power and money." - 

Once again, neither of them spotted a tail, but that wasn't enough for Lith. His 
pursuers could just really be good at hiding or waiting for him to lower his guard. 

Back at home, for the first time in a month, the whole family was reunited for lunch. 
Lith arrived just in time to hear Rena complaining that her fiance couldn't join them 
because of his work. 

Lith was secretly happy with that. After three days of pretending, he just wanted to 
be himself. He did not like Sentar, but since he never liked any of his sister's suitors it 
didn't mean much. 

"Dad, 1 think this is partly your fault. You should stop glaring at him every time you 
think 1 am not looking." 

"Since when do 1 glare?" Raaz put the right hand on his heart, feigning sincerity. 

"You know that 1 like that boy, otherwise 1 would have never consented to the 
marriage." 

"Please. Since 1 was twelve, you glared at everyone who got anywhere near me, no 
matter if kid, man or elder. You seem to have passed that skill to Lith. Senton said to 
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me multiple times that whenever he is alone with you, he feels like facing a firing 
squad." 

"That's sign of a guilty conscience." Raaz rebutted. 

"Mine instead is clear." Lith chimed in. "1 have always been frank with him." In fact, it 
was the barrage of not-so veiled threats that scared his future brother-in-law the 
most. 

"You too, sis? Lil bro doesn't glare, he is only protective!" 

No one in the family had the courage to tell Tista that her brother that she 
considered a hero in her heart, wasn't as perfect as she pictured him, so they happily 
changed topic. 

Lith really enjoyed the meal with his family. Despite she did not have access to the 
high-quality ingredients like the academy's cooks, his mother's dishes were always 
the one tasting the best. 

Raaz shared with him his plans for expanding the farm. The days when they had 
barely the money to keep the house standing were long gone. As soon his father 
finished, the family started with a barrage of questions he was unprepared for. 

They wanted to know everything about the academy. How were the Professors, how 
his schoolmates were behaving, if he was eating well and so on. 

Clearly, they had only half believed to Lith's daily reports, and wanted to have clear 
answers while looking at him in the eyes. It took quite a while to convince them that 
no one was harassing him and that both the Headmaster and the Professors were 
good people. 

He even had to exaggerate his relationship with the exam's group, making it sound 
like they were already good friends. Contrary to his expectations, none of his parents 
seemed happy with such news. 

"Lith, 1 don't think you should be so trusting. You barely know them from three days." 
Elina said. 

"You see, not always people are like they appear. For every good and sincere person 
you meet, there is always another ready to say everything, just to get what he wants. 
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I'm sorry dear, but it's the truth. 


I wanted to hide this as long as I could, but your safety is more important than 
preserving your innocence. Even in our small village, since Nana took you under her 
wing, your rise in status has made many of our community proud, but many more 
envious of your success. 

My friends kept me posted about all the gossip, how so many thought you were an 
arrogant brat at first. Then, once you started your apprenticeship, they started to 
wish for you to fail, just to feel better about themselves." 

Raaz took Elina's hand, holding it tight. 

"What your mother is trying to say, is that if even people that we know from years 
and almost consider as family can be so mean, the more the reason to be wary of 
strangers. Don't believe blindly in pretty words and kind smiles. 

You don't know a person true worth until you really need their help. Always 
remember what happened to the poor Nana. So, don't try to change or force yourself 
to be someone else just to please a bunch of snotty kids. 

If they really are your friends, they'll accept you for who you are. If not, know that is 
not your fault. It's just that the world is harsh, true friendship isn't as easy to find 
like in the bedtime stories I told you when you were little. 

A real friend is like a treasure, hard to find, even harder to keep. Life will keep 
pushing you away, but you must never let go of a real friend." 

Lith unconsciously rubbed his thumb on Solus' ring, making her giggle like a little 
girl. 

- "I never expected my father to be so direct." Lith thought, without realizing what it 
meant to him thinking of the word 'father' without making it sound like an insult. 

"I always took him for a simple and honest man, trying his best at a simple and 
honest job while taking care of his family. Who would have guessed that one day he 
would make me a speech about being cynic and distrustful?" - 

While pondering about life's twisted irony, Lith realized the key element he and 
Solus had been missing to make true forgemastering work. 
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CHAPTER 85 
LITH’S SURPRISE 


Lith first instinct was to run away and test his theory, but he hadn't returned home to 
spend his time working, he really needed some real rest while enjoying the luxury of 
being his real self, with no strings attached. 

"Mom, dad, thank you." He replied. "1 know how cruel people can be. 1 learned it from 
experience since the day 1 started working as a healer. It started with that noble 
trying to kill me, and continued by showing me what a man can do to his wife, a 
parent to his own children." 

He avoided mentioning brothers, since despite the passing of years, Orpal's name 
kept stirring a lot of pain in his parent's hearts. 

"This village is not perfect, the world is not perfect. But I'll do my best to remain true 
to myself and make you all proud of me." 

Lith could say that looking them straight in the eyes, since the wording of choice 
didn't mention what his morals were or how he meant to achieve his goals. In his 
mind, it was all a white lie to prevent his family from worrying about him. 

He stood up and hugged his family one at a time, feeling the warmth of their embrace 
and love. 

After finishing their meal, Lith insisted to be the one to do the dishes. Elina opposed 
at first, but before anyone could even move one plate, he had already washed and 
cleaned dishes, cookware and the whole room. 

"Show-off!" Tista pretended to scold him. 

They spent the following hour discussing the last arrangements for Rena's marriage, 
which brought several grunts from the male side of the family, and Lith's academy 
life, which brought several grunts from the female side of the family. 

He had lived all his life as a monk, going from home to work and vice versa, and 
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doing nothing else. They had hoped that being surrounded by so many girls, he 
would have found one of his liking. 


- "Dammit, first Yurial tries to set me up with a date, then you. Solus, with all your 
innuendos, and now this? For crying out loud, who cares about romance at twelve?" 

"You would be right..." Solus replied. "If this wasn't a world where people get 
married around sixteen and seventeen years of age. There's only so much time to 
just hang out for fun or make experience with the opposite sex. 

Unless one plans to marry with his first girlfriend or has an arranged marriage, of 
course." - 

After that, everyone had to go back to work. Daylight was precious, and only Lith was 
actually on vacation. Before going back to his forgemastering lab, Lith visited and 
treated all the animals in the farm and the farmhands his parents employed. 

It would ensure the rise of their reputation and saved them quite some money. 

Once back inside Solus's ruined tower form, he could finally share his enlightment. 
He had actually offered her to read his mind, to stop the pestering, but she refused. 

With the growing trust between them, they rarely accessed each other mind, 
preferring to rely on their telepathic link, unless it was absolutely necessary. 

"The problem with our earlier experiments, is that we were just imitating the form 
of the forgemastering spell, not his nature." 

"Meaning?" Solus asked. 

"Well, replicating a fire ball is easy, it's just an exploding flame. But what does exactly 
forgemastering do? What does each rune individually? That's the problem that we 
overlooked. Fake magic is like true magic with auto-pilot." 

He took out the dimensional amulet he had bought from the academy, using 
Invigoration on it, while Solus did the same. 

Unlike for normal unanimated objects, Invigoration was capable of tracing the mana 
flow cursing through magical item. 
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It revealed a mana sphere similar to a core, but much rougher and simpler, kept 
stable by thirteen mana patterns that insulated it from external influences. 

"By my maker, how did you get the idea of using Invigoration like this?" Solus was 
amazed by this discovery. 

"Actually, I didn't. It's all thanks to that Scorpicore. Remember when it passed me it's 
pince-nez to analyse it?" Solus mind nodded. 

"That's the first time that I did it, but back then I was too scared to understand the 
implication of the lesson the creature imparted me. I don't know if it did it on 
purpose to teach me how to recognize cursed objects, or was just trying to convince 
me of its good faith. 

Whatever was its purpose it taught me something new about true magic, and in turn 
the true nature of forgemastering. Unlike some hypothesized, forgemastering isn't 
about feeling the mana flow in an object and enhance it. 

On the contrary, it allows to create a pseudo mana core, that has to be literally 
engraved into an object, and then stabilized by precise mana patterns, that feed on 
the world energy for self-sustenance and prevent the core from dissipating. 

Unlike yours, the pseudo cores have no conscience, just a purpose. Without an 
external binding they would just dissipate in the thin air. To double check my theory, 
let's analyse the cuffs of my uniform too." 

The pseudo core designed to store the Ballot was even smaller than the one in the 
amulet, but more refined. 

"Well, this makes sense." Solus pondered. "The amulet can store anything, while the 
cuffs only the Ballot. To apply such restriction, the core must be more complex. But 
that means..." 

"Yeah." Lith sighed. "It means that we will have to forgemaster all the items in the 
book with fake magic, just to study their cores and understand the underlying 
principles, before creating something really new." 

Lith needed several attempts to understand how to carve the patterns inside an 
object without looking into it via Invigoration. Every test required a lot of focus and 
mana expenditure, but with every failure, he was closer to success. 
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"Well, now we also know why Forgemasters require so much mana. Even an 
inanimate object offers a tremendous resistance to the external energy. The more 
complex and powerful the artifact, the more complex the pseudo core must be. 

If a 'simple' dimensional object it's taking so much time and effort, 1 wonder how 
powerful was the mage that created that pince-nez." Solus said. 

"Probably it was his/her life's work." Lith replied. 

"Yeah, it also explains why second attempts at forgemastering are useless. Every 
rune leaves a carving, if one creates a wrong pathway for the mana, the object 
becomes useless." 

Lith nodded, noticing something unusual. 

"Odd, 1 should have exhausted my mana many times over, yet I'm only starting to feel 
tired now, and 1 have yet to use Invigoration once." 

"Maybe thanks to our bond, you have access to the world energy geyser too." Solus 
proposed. 

"That would explain why in the legends mages were said to be invincible in their 
towers. Between an almost endless supply of mana and the tower defences, 
defeating them should be nigh impossible." 

Lith and Solus kept working non-stop, and before sunset they had already realized 
their first dimensional pebble. Lith brought it in the bedroom, and Solus framed it 
right beside the entrance, adding a small tag with the date and a small incision. 

"Our first work together." 

After that, they created seven low-tier dimensional rings with true magic. He was 
certain to be able to craft even the high tier ones, but that would have been a fatal 
mistake. 

Dimensional rings could not be kept hidden, they had to be used, otherwise it was 
like not having one at all. According to the academy's records, Lith creating low-tier 
objects was already an impressing feat. 

Distributing freely high-tier ones would be madness, no less than putting a bullseye 
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on his chest and back. 


Before returning home, he went to Selia's place, her first mentor, the woman who 
taught him how to survive with his hunting skills. 

"Look who's back! Still all dressed up and everything, 1 see." Selia hugged him, 
leaving Lith quite shocked. He never pegged her for the affectionate type. 

"Well, yeah. This uniform can't get dirty and is almost indestructible. 1 have no 
reason to change outfit." He explained returning the hug. 

"Wish 1 had one too." She sighed. "Since you left, doing the house chores is such a 
bother." 

"This disciple is really sorry. Master Selia." Lith mocked her. "But 1 hope this will 
make your life easier." He handed her a ring. 

She wasn't impressed at all. 

"You know, is all right for a hunter to be stingy. But being smug while handing a 
cheap ring like this is below even us." 

Seeing her disappointed, Lith laughed out loud. 

"1 admit the ring isn't worth more than ten copper coins by itself, but just like me, it's 
more than meets the eye." 

He shortly explained her how to imprint the ring. Even someone who had never 
practiced chore magic could do it at the first try. After realizing what it was, Selia was 
left speechless. 

"1 did it myself." Lith explained. "It can only store three square meters [33 square 
feet} but at least you will not be bothered anymore by your equipment and your 
preys. If you feel lazy, you can even use it to store food and keep it warm." 

"This... this is too much. 1 cannot accept it." Selia knew that such object was worth 
over thirty gold coins. 

One could build a luxury house at Lutia with all that money. Not to mention it was an 
invaluable tool for a hunter, keeping the preys fresh before field dressing it or while 
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looking for a good buyer. 


She tried to give it back, but Lith closed her hand around it with his palms. 

"You can, and you must. First because once imprinted, it's useless to anyone else, 
unless you die, of course. 

And second, because despite you have always been a stingy, nagging Master that 
would make rip-off deals, it's only because of your help that my family was saved 
from hunger and starvation, and that's a debt that not even this ring can settle." 
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CHAPTER 86 
AN OLD FRIEND 1 


Lith never expected for Selia Fastarrow to get all sentimental, and in fact she didn't. 
Her eyes had barely the opportunity to get watery before she steeled up, replying 
with a giant grin. 

"Now that you mention it, 1 really deserve this trinket." She said retrieving the hand 
from his grasp and using it to ruffle his short black hair. Selia was moved, but didn't 
like to show her emotions in front of others. 

"It's only thanks to the secret stash of meat that 1 hid and tenderized for you that you 
managed to grow so big and strong. In a way. I'm part of your family as well." She 
said playfully, trying to lighten the mood. 

"In a way? You are part of my family. Almost like an aunt" Lith replied, hoping to 
achieve a critical hit and make her tough mask crumble. He didn't really care much, 
otherwise he would have kept tabs on her health too during all those years. 

But Lith's debt was real. Without her help and contacts, hunting beasts would have 
provided meat, but not money or clothing from the pelts and hides. Everything 
would have gone to waste, making his family's life much harder. 

Lith wasn't willing to keep any tab open, nor he was enough of a scum to forget 
about someone just because she had apparently outlived her usefulness. Relations 
were important in such small community. 

It was unlikely that whenever his family would need help, he would always be able to 
promptly return. Also, he had no idea how long the Court would protect them in his 
stead. 

Between Nana and Selia, they would have the two most important local figures by 
their side, leaving the need to call for the Count or the Marchioness only in case it 
was absolutely necessary. 

Selia hugged him tight enough to squeeze the air from his lungs. 
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"If I end up marrying and having children of my own it would be all your fault." She 
said sobbing a little. 


"Who would ever guessed that rude little jerks could become so cute?" 

- "Guess I exaggerated a bit. I didn't mean to crank the drama to eleven, just wanted 
her to feel indebted!" 

"You monster!" Solus scolded him harshly. "Stop playing with the feelings of those 
close to you. I understand when you do it to complete strangers, since there is no 
trust between you. But that was just cruel." - 

Feeling guilty, Lith consoled Selia for a while, and gave her the same treatment his 
parents had received that morning, removing all the accumulated damage and knots 
that over a decade of hunting incidents had inflicted to her body. 

It only made her more grateful and loving, which in turn made Solus even more 
angry, scolding him all the way back home. 

Later that evening, he gave one ring to each family member. Needless to say, the 
dinner got delayed half an hour because they would not stop making things appear 
and disappear, like kids with a new toy. 

Nana had to wait until the next morning to get her own. 

"I know is not much, compared to what you lost. Master. But it's all I can do at the 
moment." 

Mindful about what had happened the previous night, Lith avoided stirring the heart 
of his mentor. 

"Not much? Stop being stupid, young spirit. You have no idea what does it mean for 
me." She looked at it like it was a lost son. 

"No Forgemaster ever accepted to sell me one of these, no matter the sum I offered. 
They were too scared sullying their reputation. I hope that once you graduate, you'll 
not change your mind and take me as your first client. 

There is so much I still want to get back." 
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"It would be my honour." 


Nana hugged him, holding back her tears. 

- "What's wrong with these people? I got more hugs by strangers in these two days 
than in twelve frigging years!" He thought. 

"Shut up and get hugged!" Solus commanded. - 

After leaving Nana and Tista to their patients, it was time to deliver the last one. 

Count Lark was very happy to see him, Lith could almost see stars in his eyes while 
he was staring at the present. 

"Thank you so much, Lith. Having one of my proteges joining one of the six great 
academies is already a dream that comes true. But you managing to make one of 
these after just one month, goes beyond my wildest expectations." 

"I just wanted to show you my gratitude. Without your help and perseverance, I 
would have stubbornly continued with the home-schooling, missing so many 
opportunities." 

Lark patted Lith's shoulder, adjusting his monocle. 

"There no need to dig up past mistakes. There are more recent events that I would 
like to share with you. For example, recently the Court and the Mage Association 
have finally deliberated about Headmistress Linnea's decision about you and Nana." 

He made a dramatic pause, wanting to keep his guest on edge. 

"And?" Lith prompted him to continue, taking bait, line and sinker. 

"They deemed her decision reckless, overstepping the boundaries of a Headmaster's 
authority. Her rulings have been revoked, and being the one that presented the 
appeal, I was bestowed the title of Knight of the Griffon as a reward." 

"What is it?" 

"It's just an honorific title, thanks the gods, with no lands attached. Basically, I'm not 
considered a local nuisance anymore but a benefactor of the Kingdom. The most 
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important benefit, is that when I request a hearing from the Court, it takes much less 
time now." 

"How recently, exactly?" 

"About two weeks ago. Why?" 

- "Good to know." Lith sighed in relief. "If it all happened after the mock exam, it 
would mean that I'm overdoing things. 1 absolutely need to avoid standing out too 
much. So far so good." - 

"No reason, just curious. What about Linnea? What happened to her?" 

"Glad you asked." Lark had a smug grin, cleaning invisible dust from his monocle 
with a handkerchief. 

"At first, she was just reprimanded. It doesn't seem much, but believe me, for 
someone with an oversized ego is huge hit. 

Then she suffered the same fate from the previous Headmaster from the White 
Griffon. She has been relieved from her duty, and replaced by someone younger and 
more open minded." 

"Is that a big thing?" Lith asked, being completely ignorant about mages' internal 
affairs. 

"It's enormous. Headmaster is supposed to be like a noble title, lifelong. Being 
forcefully removed like that is the equivalent of marking her as a failure. She will 
never hold an important position again. 

Is not as bad as what happened to Nana, but it's the next worst thing." 

"Aren't they afraid she could defect the kingdom?" 

"And go where?" Lark scoffed. "Sure, she can sell her academy's secrets, but that's it. 
No one would want someone deemed detrimental by her own country. She could get 
riches, but she has no need for money. 

No one will give her status and power back." 
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Lith almost felt bad for her. Being rejected by her academy was the best present that 
any mage of commoner origins may ask. Without Linjos and his policy, even a Ballot 
would have been of limited use. 

People like him or Quylla would have been likely forced to quit. 

"And when did this happen?" 

"About two days ago. Seems someone aced his mock exam." Lark winked at him. 

- "Dammit, 1 opened my mind-mouth too soon! The Queen is too decisive, couldn't 
have let her resign by her own will with an excuse? What if she tries to get back at 
Nana? Or me?" - Lith inwardly cursed. 

Lark seemed to read his mind, promptly easing his worries. 

"Rest assured, they would not take unnecessary risks. If the Court and the 
Association shamed her like that, was to set an example. 

1 wouldn't be surprised if in a few months, when the investigations are finished, she 
would choose to disappear from the public scene. As in forever." Another wink. 

- "That's a nice way to say she will be killed because deemed more dangerous than 
useful. 1 must be really careful not suffering the same fate. Being part of the political 
system is a double-edged sword. If 1 get involved too deep, they will not let me go. 

They'll use my family to turn me in a dog on a leash." - 

"Thank you very much. Lark." They knew each other long enough to avoid honorifics 
when alone. 

"Sorry if 1 keep bothering you but, any news about my lost brother?" Lith had been 
true to his word, and made the Count keep tabs on Orpal, preparing to deal with him 
in case he ever decided to return. 

"There is not much to add." Lark shook his head. "After getting into the orphanage, he 
was renamed Mein. As per your request, 1 moved him in an institution at the edges of 
the County, to make harder for him to get back in case of escape. 

He had quite a hard life, from what 1 know. As soon as he became sixteen, he joined 
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the military. Has been honourably discharged after two years. After that, he left 
Lustria County and never came back." 

- "Two years of military service." Lith thought. "Enough to earn merits, get rid of the 
disowned brand and start a new life from scratch as a free man." - 

"I'll keep an eye out for him. What do you want me to do, in case he returns?" 

"If he has no ill will, then just contact me as soon as you can. Otherwise, 1 must ask 
you to do the same thing you would for your own family." 

"Worry not!" Lark offered him his hand, and Lith promptly shook it. 

"If 1 smell the slightest sign of trouble. I'll make sure he will never bother you ever 
again!" 
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CHAPTER 87 
SOLUS’ SURPRISE 2 


Author's Note: I have renamed Master potionist in Alchemists, sounds much better 
imo 


After a bit of chit-chat, the Count was forced to return to his daily routine. He had to 
manage both his and the fief that once belonged to her late wife's family. Even with 
the help of his children, it was still a mammoth task. 

He knew very little of the neighbouring Milla County, and most of the old retainers 
where either corrupt or untrustworthy, resenting the Lark household for what had 
happened to their previous Lord. 

Even after four years, there was still a lot to do and a lack of loyal personnel. 

Lark had resolved to split the Counties, giving Lustria to his son, and the Ghishal's 
lands to his daughter. That way, both had the opportunity to make their spouses 
marry in the Lark household, allowing them a much ample choice. 

Lith could not believe that both the Count's children would have an arranged 
marriage, while Rena had been able to spend her life with the man she loved. Nobles 
had an easier life, but even that came with a price tag. 

Their personal life had to be sacrificed in the name of the responsibilities that their 
title involved. 

Having still a couple of hours before having to return home, at Solus' insistence Lith 
went back to the withered zone, allowing Solus to take once more her proto tower 
form. 

"That was mean on your side, you know?" 

"What did 1 do wrong this time?" He sighed. 
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"I said that we have two labs, yet you didn't even glance at the alchemic one. Not 
even once." 

"Maybe because 1 have no idea how a Master Alchemist works? It could be a room 
filled gold bars or candy canes, 1 could not make head or tails anyway." 

This time, Lith entered the second door, right in the alchemic lab. 

It was different from the Forgemaster room; it was full of stills and small bottles. 
There were a lot of glass jars, each with its own tag, marking the ingredient they 
were supposed to hold. 

Yet just like the day before, everyone of them was empty. Lith walked among the jars, 
some were for trivial things like wood shavings or metal beads, while others were 
labelled with exotic monsters or magical creatures body parts. 

Fur, claws, horns, everything seemed to have a use for Alchemists. 

"Impressive." Lith admitted after examining what seemed like a production line. 

"But 1 still don't get it!" 

"Fine! Let me give you a recap of the first lesson." 

Suddenly Lith found himself in Solus' memories, surrounded by ghost-like shapes 
that he supposed were students attending the lesson. It seemed Solus hadn't paid 
them much attention, they were so blurred to be unrecognizable. 

The Professor, instead, appeared so real that Lith would have not be surprised if he 
turned towards him and asked what the heck he was doing there. 

"Hello, my dear students. My name is Peln Reflaar, and I'll teach you everything you'll 
ever need to know about the art of alchemy." 

He was a man in his early thirties, about 1.75 meters [5'9"} high, with short blond 
hair and grey eyes. He also had perfect teeth, white enough that Lith almost expected 
him to shoot laser beams every time he smiled. 

The tight-fitting clothes revealed a fit muscular body, full of vigour and energy. He 
was by far the most handsome man Lith had ever seen. 
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"Some of you, may have heard that an Alchemist is the cheap copy of a Forgemaster. 


Alas, that's not entirely false, but it's not true either. The reason because the two 
classes are scheduled together, is because 1 am not going to lie to you. 1 won't 
sugarcoat any aspect of this job. 

So, if at any time you want to leave and join the Forgemastering course, you can do 
it." 

After a second, since no one was moving, Reflaar continued talking. 

"First of all, you have to know that 1 am new to this job. The old Professor, like his 
Forgemaster colleague, had almost managed to make this class die. Alchemists 
already have a poor reputation, couple that with a belligerent fool, and you get a 
recipe for a disaster. 

Most students choose their specialization courses based on what their parents want 
or what their heroes do. Do you remember a story with a valiant Alchemist as a 
protagonist? Well, me neither. 

The crafting department has always been the ugly duckling of magic, and 1 don't see 
it changing in the near future. At least legendary rings, weapons and armours had to 
be enchanted, so albeit with a secondary role, Forgemasters appear in those stories. 

That leaves us completely out of the picture, to the point that many don't even know 
of our existence. At this point, many should be asking themselves: 'what am 1 doing 
here?' or 'why should 1 take this class?'." 

His dramatic pause worked, Lith was eager for an explanation. 

"The answer lies here." Reflaar opened his left hand, revealing what it resembled an 
orange flavoured jelly bean. After letting the students take a good look of it, he 
backstepped a bit before throwing it against the far end of the wall at his back. 

As soon as it hit the wall, the jelly bean exploded, releasing raging flames. Only the 
class' safety measures allowed the students to remain unscathed by both noise and 
heat. 

"That, my students, was a tier three Fireball." Without letting them recover from the 
shock, he took out a wand, and with a flicker of his wrist lightnings crashed one after 
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the other against the wall in the same spot the fireball had struck. 


"And those were tier three Lightnings, all cast in rapid succession from a magic 
wand, with no casting time or mana consumption." 

Reflaar then took a pause, allowing them to understand what he was saying. 

"As 1 told you before. I'm not going to lie to you. Being an Alchemist is an amazing 
job. Where Forgemasters are like artists, spending lots of time and energy on every 
single one of their creations, we Alchemists are like bakers. 

The fruits of our endeavours are not made to last, cannot be passed down through 
generations. They must be prepared quickly, in huge batches and for an affordable 
price, saving countless lives every single day. 

While laymen just sort us crafters based on our products, calling Forgemasters 
'permanents' and us 'consumables', 1 see our jobs in a completely different light. 
Forgemasters work to build a better future, but Alchemists are the ones nurturing 
the present. 

All that you are going to learn here, makes the difference on every single battlefield, 
be it a skirmish or a war. Healing potions are vital for soldiers alone on the front 
lines. 

A handful of fireball seeds can turn a battalion into ashes or, if planted by hand, 
secure a perimeter." 

"That's true! They can be used to create a minefield!" Lith exclaimed. 

"The great advantage of alchemy over forgemastering, is that anyone, even non 
magicians can proficiently use the things we create, not to mention the price is much 
lower. 

On the other hand, though, a magical item is forever, an alchemical one cannot be 
recharged. 

Another big difference between the two disciplines, is that alchemical spells require 
relatively low mana, so each one of you will be able whip up quite a few things before 
needing to rest. Questions?" 
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"What use do ingredients have?" Asked a seemingly female voice. 


"Good point! You see, while tier one can be bottled up as they are, from tier two and 
up, a focus is needed for spells to retain their potency. 

For example, the fireball seed 1 used earlier requires fur of a fire using magical beast, 
a Phoenix Rose or any other ingredient with a high fire affinity. The most valuable 
ingredients have all been found with a trial and error process, so feel free to 
experiment on your own. Next question." 

"I've seen in the Prize Hall physical enhancement potions. Why 1 have never heard 
about such spells? And why those potions have side effects?" Said a male voice. 

"That's an excellent one. The problem with such spells is twofold. First, their cast 
time is absurdly long. The best Alchemist can cast one of them in around one minute, 
and their effect lasts only for three minutes." 

"One minute?!" Lith was flabbergasted. "Then they are useless!" 

"That makes them useless in real battle." Raflaar's memory confirmed Lith's 
assumption. "That's why it's much better bottle them up and save them for a later 
use. 

Remember, Alchemy is the art of always been prepared. With enough time, one of us 
can have access to the equivalent of several mages' worth of spells. 

As for the side effects, injecting someone else's mana in your body is akin to poison. 
Even tier one physical enhancement spells require ingredients to mitigate such 
effects. They are the most expensive and useful potions for a mage. 

That's why the Prize Hall only sells the tier one kind. To avoid students wasting 
points and focusing more on the permanent magical tools. Alchemy is easier to find, 
and more importantly, to afford. 

Those of you that do not belong to really rich noble families, would not be able to 
afford magical items for a long time, without the points system. Any more 
questions?" 

Students asked for explanations one after the other. Lith wasn't that interested in the 
finest details, so made Solus fast forward until the Professor gave a demonstration of 
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an alchemic spell. 


He stood in front of what looked like a huge separating funnel, connected with 
several glass flasks in a production line identical to the one in Solus' lab. 

After a minute, with just a single spell, he filled the funnel to the brim, revealing 
several ingredients that had been placed within it, that were now being slowly 
absorbed by the magic liquid, before it got transferred into the flasks. 

"See?" Reflaar said. "Ten speed enhancing potions for barely a minute of work. They 
would cost one hundred points in the Prize Hall, or one hundred gold coins in a shop. 
Even deducting the costs for vials and ingredients, the net income would be around 
eighty gold coins." 

Then he proceeded to show how to create Fireball seeds before putting an end to the 
lesson. 

Lith didn't know if to laugh or cry. 

"This is all so complicated. Between my two others specializations and true magic, 1 
already have a headache. It will take me years to understand Alchemy, 1 just do not 
have time!" 

"Maybe, and maybe not." Solus replied. "Even in my ring form, 1 have access to both 
labs, and in my free time 1 have been experimenting with Alchemy during the last 
month. 

When 1 am not in tower form, 1 have little mana, so 1 can only practice for a little 
before needing to borrow yours. Anyway, if we manage to get our hands on formulas 
and ingredients, 1 can prepare the simplest alchemic items on my own. 

For the others, 1 will need your help. And once 1 learn things, 1 can teach them to 
you." 

"Well, yeah, our mind link would speed up studying it, but 1 would still require 
practice and comprehension for... Wait a minute! You had access to the labs? That 
means you practiced the whole magic circle thingy. Right off the bat my a*s!" 

"Ops." Solus mind shrugged. "You got me. Guilty as charged." 
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"And why all those students were so faded in your memories? It's like you never 
focused one any of them. Even the floor was pictured in more detail. Your 
perspective never moved from Reflaar..." 

Thanks to their mind link, despite she had not a physical body, he could feel anxiety 
and embarrassment leaking from the surface of her mind. 

"Solus, don't tell me that you have reached puberty too or something?" 

"Absolutely not!" She yelled in a non-convincing tone, her voice gone up an octave. 

"That would explain a lot. The constant pestering me about girls, the nagging about 
the lack of romance..." 

"1 don't nag!" She replied offended. 

"Then 1 don't glare!" He scoffed. 

Lith was about to mention the possibility other having the hots for the teacher, but 
preferred to back down. If he was right, prodding her further would escalate the 
joke, leading to an argument. 

He really hoped to be wrong, though. Solus having such feelings was one of the 
things Scarlett had warned him from. Whatever was her nature, longing for intimacy 
but lacking any means of even feeling human contact, was something too cruel to 
bear. 

End of Volume 2 
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CHAPTER 88 

THERE AND BACK AGAIN 


BOOKS 


Lith spent his last free days studying Alchemy and Forgemastering. 

Both the crafting disciplines were very hard to convert into true magic. 

Alchemy was a weak subject for him. 

He barely managed to understand the basics, leaving most of the work to Solus, 
while he studied his clothes, amulet and magic storing rings, hoping to understand 
how to replicate and enhance their pseudo cores with true Forgemastering. 

Before leaving, Lith managed to pay a social visit to Protector, Reaper and 
Lifebringer. He wanted to be updated about the situation in the Trawn woods, but 
more importantly he was fishing for Alchemic ingredients. 

During spring, animals would change their coats, and deer would shed their antlers. 
What for him was a treasure for them was garbage, so they had no reason to deny his 
request. 

By simply grooming them for a few minutes, he had enough to stuff several pillows. 

After returning to the Academy, life once again resumed its routine, with only a 
couple of changes. Lith obtained from Phloria and Friya training in sword arts, and in 
exchange Phloria would take part in his silent magic private lessons. 

Adjusting their schedule proved to be a bit hard, but thanks to Soluspedia, Lith didn't 
need to study much. Worst case scenario he would not sleep and Invigorate himself 
to cram through the night and leave the afternoons free. 

That, coupled with Phloria attending to only one specialization course, allowed him 
to practice often. 
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Months passed, and so the end of the first trimester came. 


Many students were afraid of the finals, and started to compile a list of all the 
possible trials that could be required for them to perform. 

Lith couldn't care less. If it was a written exam, with Soluspedia it would be a walk in 
the park. If the test was of practical nature, he was quite confident to be able to 
screw it up just enough to be in the top 10, but avoiding the top spots. 

The day of the finals, they were all assembled in the compulsory courses' class, the 
only one that could accommodate all the fourth-year students, waiting for Professor 
Trasque to arrive. 

Yet the one that entered the room was Headmaster Linjos. 

"Good morning, my precious students. This time, 1 bring you only good news. 

There will be no finals, because you have already taken all of them." 

Most of those present went into panic, thinking that the mock exam had actually 
been a real one. All those that reached this conclusion, cursed the Headmaster 
inwardly, for the unfairness of crushing their grades after only a month of 
preparation. 

"This is one of the changes that 1 have made to White Griffon system, that no one was 
aware of. You have been judged daily for three months, based on your preparation 
and the effort you put into the lessons. 

1 want you to know that rather than failure or success, special importance has been 
attached to your progress. To how you learned about your weak points and worked 
on fixing them. 

After such prolonged and careful evaluation, any further test would be useless, 
especially written exams. They would only serve to see who is better at cheating, like 
often happened in the previous years. 

The only way to get good grades with my system, is through hard work and 
perseverance, not by goofing off a whole term and hoping for a mad rush to be 
enough." 


traitorAIZEN 623 I 698 



His tone became harsh during the last sentence, looking straight to some students 
that cowered behind their desks. 

"Also, there will be no ranking, not until the end of the year. It's another toxic relic of 
the past, that only managed to sour relationships and turned friends into enemies. 1 
will now give you your report card, but it's for your eyes only." 

In front of each student appeared a blank piece of paper. 

"To read its content, just imprint it with your mana. To those who have passed all 
their courses, you have my congratulations. For those who have failed one or more 
classes, you'll have to retake them entirely in the second trimester. 

If you have problems with your timetable, 1 suggest you to drop a specialization, if 
you are taking more than one. Is better to achieve less than failing entirely." 

Scared murmuring filled the air. 

"To those that find such judgement unfair, feel free to bring the matter up to the 
Professors or to me, if you prefer. We'll give you impromptu make-up tests. 

In case you succeed, the votes will be changed accordingly. There will be no 
punishment in case of failure. Dismissed. Take the rest of the day to plan your future 
properly. You have only until the end of today to ask for a second evaluation." 

Linjos had yet to reach the door that everyone was picking his own report card, 
infusing it with magic. 

Lith's one was as following: 

Theory of Combat Magic: A; Principles of Advanced Magic: A; Forgemastering: A; 
Healing: S-. School points gained from daily evaluation: 3,365. 

- "F*ck! What did 1 do wrong to get that S?" 

"Do you mean aside from sharing your spell, proposing brilliant ideas on daily basis 
and removing the Clacker's venom from your body and weaponizing it in front of the 
whole staff?" Solus sneered. 

"Dammit, Linjos keeps screwing up my plans. 1 can't ruin my average score during 
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the finals if there are no finals. That man is diabolical." 


"What is done is done." Solus mind-shrugged. "Let's see how the others fared." - 

Looking around the class, watching the student's faces was enough to get an idea of 
their grades. Those who cried or cursed loudly had clearly failed at one or more 
classes. 

Lith didn't have to go far, his four "friends" had taken the habit to sit next to him as 
soon they had returned from the four days break. 

"What's with the sour face?" Yurial asked looking worried. 

"Did something go wrong?" 

"Let's get out of here." Lith replied with a whisper. 

"To not betray Linjos' expectations, is better to talk somewhere private." He pointed 
with his thumb to the heart broken students. 

Everyone nodded, then they got up and exited the room unnoticed. Yurial's place was 
the closest one, so they headed there 

After closing the door behind them, Lith activated his Hush spell. He was almost 
certain that all the rooms were soundproof, considering the philandering style they 
were built for. But he wasn't the type to take chances. 

"Well? How did it go?" Phloria prompted him. 

"Mine is: Theory of Combat Magic: B+; Principles of Advanced Magic: B; Mage 
Knight: A+. School points gained from daily evaluation: 2,254." 

Everyone gave her a short round of applause. 

"Thanks, but 1 bet 1 have less points than you lot, since 1 got only a specialization." 

"Yeah, we are almost the same." Quylla stood straight as an arrow. 

"1 got Theory of Combat Magic: B-; Principles of Advanced Magic: B+; Healing: A++. 
School points gained from daily evaluation: 2,382. Sadly, 1 still suck at the combat 


traitorAIZEN 625 I 698 



part of magic." 


Another short round of applauses, with a side of whistles. 

"Sigh, seems I'm not in the running for the top spot as a healer anymore." Yurial said 
with an apologetic voice. 

"1 got only Theory of Combat Magic: B; Principles of Advanced Magic: B; Warden: A; 
Healing: A. School points gained from daily evaluation: 2,530. At least 1 can console 
myself with the extra points." 

He seemed really dejected. Taking out a specialization, the archmage's heir had 
scored two plusses less than a starving commoner. 

"Don't beat yourself up, man." Lith said patting Yurial on his back. 

"Quylla and Phloria performed outstandingly, but you are no worse in any way. 
Managing to score two As in both your specializations of choice is no easy feat." 

Yurial humbly accepted the compliment, and so did the girls. 

- "Now my only hope is that 1 didn't just shoot me in the foot unknowingly insulting 
Friya." - Lith though, trying to play both sides of the fence. 

Luckily, she didn't seem upset. 

"Yeah, you have done good. Mine is Theory of Combat Magic: B; Principles of 
Advanced Magic: B; Mage Knight: B+; Healing: A. School points gained from daily 
evaluation: 2,420." 

"That's an excellent result for someone who's the first in her family to become a 
magician, with no legacy or training to speak of, except a second-rate mentor." Lith 
said to lift her spirit, while winking at Quylla. 

It meant "1 know that you and 1 got a worse start than her, but please follow my lead." 
But instead of winking back, she blushed and looked away, leaving Lith in a daze. 

"You have yet to answer my question, though." Yurial said with an inquisitive look. 
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Lith sighed, pondering if to tell them the truth or tune down his votes. 


- "After all, 1 am their combat magic teacher and the fastest learner in advance magic. 
1 doubt they will actually be surprised." - 

And they weren't. There was no awkward pause before they started clapping and 
complementing him. Yurial even took out a laurel wreath from his dimensional 
amulet. 

"1 hereby crown you king of the hill." 

"That was to be expected." Friya said. "Without you, 1 doubt 1 would have got a B in 
combat magic. Maybe a C, if not fail it entirely." 

"1 would have failed for sure." Quylla wasn't dejected at all, while saying it. On the 
contrary she was proud of her achievement. 

"1 never fought in my life, and never did much with magic beside healing." 

"1 would have surely achieved a solid C, maybe C+, but that's it." Phloria shrugged. "1 
learned a lot in these two months. Who knew that first magic was so useful?" 

"I'm the same as Quylla, but for different reasons." Yurial said. 

"1 was so eager to please my father that 1 only focused on tier three magic. 1 always 
considered first magic a tool for servants. 1 knew nothing about it." 

"If what you all said it's true, then you should go and report it to Trasque." Lith said 
returning the wreath to its owner. 

Seeing their confused expressions at his words, he proceeded to explain. 

"You heard Linjos, he is trying to change the system. New things are bound to have 
flaws, and need a proper feedback to be fixed. If you share with him your doubts and 
struggling with the course, you'll help the system, and as a result all other students. 

He won't be angry at you for being honest, more likely you'll gain extra points." 

"How do we know this is not a ruse for you to get even more merits at our 
expenses?" Doubt had reduced Quylla's eyes to slits. She didn't want to believe Lith 
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making her look bad for his own profit, but she had learned to look out for herself. 


"Easy, don't mention my name." He shrugged. "One of you can take credit for the 
lessons, for all 1 care. I'm not proposing this for points, but because 1 care for you and 
the academy. 

Without Linjos, my life here would be much harder, and 1 think the same stand for 
most of us. Another thing, try to remember what he said about accepting your limits 
and working to fix them. 1 really think it would do you some good." 

Lith left the room, letting them decide without him interfering. 

After discussing it for a while, his words actually made a lot of sense. 

"1 really can't make head or tails about Lith." Yurial confessed. 

"Sometimes he acts normal, but when it comes down to magic and responsibilities, it 
seems 1 am talking to my father instead of a friend. Always worrying about my 
future, me eating properly and learning my lessons." 

"Agreed." Friya said. "At some point 1 started doubting he was only twelve, so 1 had a 
background check made on him. He is really twelve, and it's supposed to be the 
youngest child of his family. Then why do 1 get the impression he is..." 

She struggled finding the right word. 

"Raising us?" 

Later, they decided to follow Lith's advice, and report everything to Trasque. 

He asked them a few questions about what they had found particularly hard and 
challenging, and how they had overcome their respective bottlenecks. 

"Seems a single Professor is really not enough." Trasque sighed. "Combat Magic has 
the highest rate of failure among all courses. We need to fix this ASAP. Thank you for 
your sincerity guys." He said snapping his fingers. 

"1 just raised your grade in my class by one notch. I'm really proud of your growth." 
Meanwhile, Lith was in his room, taking a nap to catch up on his sleep. 
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A sudden knocking woke him up, prompting many curses. He was having one of his 
rare good dreams. 


Seeing his frown, the academy's clerk apologized for the inconvenience and 
delivered him the new books. 

The first one's title was: "Get out of my face. A comprehensive guide of all you need 
to know about dimensional magic." 

The author's name was Khavos Rudd. 
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CHAPTER 89 
DIMENSIONAL MAGIC 1 


The following morning, Lith and Phloria were taking a small walk before picking up 
the rest of the team for breakfast. 

Descending from a long line of Mage Knights, Phloria had more experience with 
swords, and since she had to attend only one specialization course, she was his main 
teacher between the two girls. 

That allowed them to spend quite some time together, since both of them had free 
afternoons to practice swordsmanship. Actually, Phloria sometimes needed to cram 
at night, to catch up with her studies, but it was something she gladly did. 

She would have not given up the weekend lessons about first magic for the world. 
Besides, once she managed to get to know him better, she really enjoyed his 
company. The same went for Lith, up to that point, she was his favourite. 

Phloria was mature and level headed, speaking her mind so often that sometimes 
she came out rude. She also had various interests and hobbies, making her able to 
talk about almost every topic, not only about magic or Court life. 

Lith enjoyed their talks, learning about the new world mentality and non-written 
society rules. Having lived most of his new life in a small village, Lith could learn 
more from one of her anecdotes that from an entire book. 

That day Phloria wore her long black hair down, making them dance in his face every 
time she turned her head suddenly. 

"Why are you still growing your hair?" Lith asked. "1 thought that having them short 
was more convenient for a fighter." 

"Yeah, you got that right. But during the last break, my mother kept nagging about 
me not being feminine enough. She said that if 1 cut them even shorter, people would 
mistake me for a boy. What a load of sh*t!" She grumbled. 
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Lith could only keep silent, inwardly agreeing with her mother. Phloria was very tall, 
even more than most Professors, and she still had plenty of time to grow further. She 
also had wide shoulders and enough strength to easily lift him, like during the mock 
exam. 

"What do you think about it?" She abruptly asked. 

"That 1 hope she didn't phrase it so cruelly. But 1 have to give it to her that you are 
prettier this way." Lith dodged the question with a compliment. 

"Of course not, my mother is of noble origins, she would never be so straightforward. 
She just pointed out how hard it is to find suitors form me, adding how scared she is 
at the idea that our bloodline would die with me and all that cr*p." 

"1 thought you had siblings." Lith raised an eyebrow at such arguments. He clearly 
remembered that her parents had three children. 

"1 do. And when 1 pointed it out, she replied with the bogus theory that women are 
more likely to pass down a greater degree of magic. At that point 1 gave up. You know 
parents, you are always on the losing side of any discussion." 

Lith nodded, not knowing what to say. No one had ever tried to control that aspect of 
his life. 

"While we are at it, you do know that Quylla has it bad for you, right?" 

"Yes." He actually suspected that Quylla was developing a crush, but he hoped that 
with time and not giving her special attentions, it would pass. He did not want to 
openly reject her and hurt her feelings. 

"Yet 1 don't understand why." 

"Well, she's an orphan. She clearly has daddy issues, and between your big brother 
and drill sergeant vibes. I'd say you make the ideal candidate." 

"But why me and not one of the Professors or something? 1 mean. I'm nothing 
special, just..." 

"Tall, good-looking, talented and caring?" Phloria cut him short. "You are right, is a 
complete mystery." 
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Lith glared at her in annoyance. 


"That's not funny. Stop ruffling my feathers." 

"Well, right now 1 have to take back the good-looking and caring part. With that face, 
you are creepy." 

Lith's expression returned to normal. 

"Much better. By the way, 1 would keep an eye on Friya too. It would not surprise me 
if her family sent her after you. Talented magicians with no family name are much 
sought-after." 

"Please, I'm just a fourth-year student." Lith scoffed. "It's too soon for that kind of 
shenanigans." 

"Nah, you are still too naive. It's the perfect moment to start an approach to develop 
in the future without seeming too desperate or interested. During the fifth year it 
would be too late, one needs an edge over the competition. 

It's not like they are going to make you marry after all. If you do not live up to their 
expectations, they can always back off at any moment." 

"That makes sense." Lith furrowed his brow, thinking about the unexpected problem. 
"Thanks for the heads up." 

"You're welcome. But to be honest, you should thank my father. It's only when he 
asked me if 1 would mind a younger spouse that 1 realized what was happening." 

Lith was afraid to ask the question, but he did anyway. 

"What did you reply to him?" 

"After stressing out that 1 don't mind a 'small' age gap, don't get me wrong, 1 don't 
want to end up marrying someone much older than me, 1 said that 1 would consider 
it. No reply was the only reply. 

If 1 said yes, he would have sent my mother to make me change my mind. If 1 said no, 
he would have probably started arranging our marriage. He is kinda bull-headed." 
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"I see." Lith tried to keep his poker face, but unconsciously took a step away from her. 


"Don't overestimate yourself, short stuff." She laughed at his move. 

"I'm my own woman, 1 may bend on many things for my parents' sake, but love is not 
one of those. If they try to force me. I'm ready to become independent after the 
graduation. If 1 keep my grades as they are, people will line up to hire me." 

From that point, they walked in silence, until they knocked on Quylla's door. During 
breakfast, everyone expressed their curiosity about the new lessons and their 
Professors, making bets about their looks. 

Lith sneaked a look at Friya from time to time, and only when he realized that 
nothing had changed, he managed to put his paranoia to rest. 

Because dimensional magic was a compulsory course, it took place in the fourth-year 
lecture class. 

As soon as the last gong rang. Professor Rudd walked in. 

He was a tall man, about 1,78 [S'10"} high, with grey streaked black hair, and ice- 
cold blue eyes. He was in his mid-fifties, wearing the robe open and revealing a slim 
build. 

Aside from Vastor, he was the oldest teacher Lith had ever met. 

"Good morning, dear students." He spoke every word like he was spitting poison. 

"I'm Professor Khavos Rudd, and I'll teach you dimensional magic. As you can see, 1 
am not one of those hot stuff children that our beloved Headmaster Linjos placed in 
the academy. I'm one of the remnants of the old guard. 

One of those that, allegedly, find a waste of resources to teach magic to those that not 
belong to mages' bloodline or at least noble families." 

At those words, Lith, Quylla and Friya took out their Ballot, placing it on their desk. 
After one too many "practical joke", Friya had decided to follow Quylla's advice and 
got her freedom back. 

Being noble, that speech wasn't addressed to her, but she still wanted to prove her 
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point. Friya wasn't scared of putting herself on the line for her friends. 


Rudd continued like he didn't see anything, despite the three of them were sitting in 
the front lines. 

"Even in such hypothetical scenario, thought, 1 would still be a professional capable 
of leaving his prejudices outside that door. 1 expect you of doing the same." 

All the commoner students didn't believe a word he said. Many started regretting not 
having a Guilty Ballot. 

"Dimensional magic is a complex and deep subject, so do not expect of getting rid of 
me after just three months. My class is where we will separate true mages from 
simple birds. Even a magico can fly, but only a mage can do this." 

After a quick wave of the hand and a hushed word, Rudd disappeared from the back 
of the class, near the chalkboard, reappearing in front of the first row of students. 

His hands never stopped, before they could even gasp, he had already disappeared, 
materializing with his feet on a second-row desk, making a full round of the class 
before returning back to the point of origin. 

"This spell is called Blink, one of the most common battle uses of dimensional magic. 
It's particularly useful to Battle Mages and Mage Knights to push forwards, since 
they use weapons. But everyone can use it to escape in a pinch. 

Just to be clear, 1 didn't use any artifact, just my skills. If you aren't capable of doing 
this by the end of the course, you will never pass it. The good news is that failing my 
class will not prevent you from graduating, just mark your failure as mages." 

He smirked looking at the student's worried faces. 

A hand rose up from the middle row. 

"What? 1 still have to begin explaining and you already have a question? 1 wonder 
how you got admitted here. Nonetheless, speak freely." 

"Are you going to teach us teleportation?" Asked a red-haired chubby boy. 

Professor Rudd broke out in a loud laughter, full of contempt and amazement. Most 
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of the students understood that he wasn't laughing at the question, but at the boy 
himself. 

"Teleportation? 1 haven't heard that word in years. It's a withered branch of magic, 
whose only success was to get the world rid of all the idiots that practiced it." 
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CHAPTER 90 
DIMENSIONAL MAGIC 2 


"The idea of teleportation was first born after realizing the limitations of flying. As 
you all should know, is impossible to move in such a way an army or its supplies. 

It's not a matter of mana required, as much that it would take too much time. Not to 
mention it would offer a perfect target for an ambush, since non mages would be 
sitting ducks. 

The first idea, was to just move a body much faster, but above a certain speed 
threshold, dust becomes dangerous as an arrow, insects hit like an avalanche. Adding 
a barrier strong enough to endure such hazards, would make the mana consumption 
prohibitive, even for a small group of persons. 

So, some dumb idiot who read too many fairy tales, had the idea of teleportation, as 
in convert living matter in something else that could sustain high speed traveling, 
and reverting it back once arrived to destination." 

Rudd laughed loudly, like it was the best joke ever, but when he noticed he was the 
only one laughing, his upper lip curled in an expression of disgust. 

"How can you possibly be that dumb? Do you really not understand?" 

He asked, without receiving any answer besides puzzled looks. 

"In a fairy tale, it's great. But in reality? Converting living matter into something else, 
is just a fancy word to say 'killing'. How can you be sure that the thing that arrives on 
the other side is really you? What if a part of your body, your mind, or soul gets lost? 

How do you think you could get it back? And more importantly, would the newborn 
thing even notice not to be the original? One thing is teleporting a rock, but living 
beings are much more complicated." 

- "Interesting." Lith thought. "Is the same moral conundrum theoretical physicist had 
about teleportation back on Earth. Someone even made a Hollywood movie about it." 
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"And don't let me started about the necessity of having perfect coordinates!" 
Professor Rudd continued. 

"Rematerialize a little too high, too low or too close to a travel companion and bam! 
Instant death. Not to mention that the aforementioned insects, dust and even 
animals, are not bound to make space for your arrival. The tiniest hitch, and you have 
a fly for brains. 

The last mage that attempted teleportation, materialized in the sky, hoping to avoid 
such issues, only for a flock of ducks to cross his path, making him die like the quack 
he was." This time, part of the class laughed at the dark humour. 

"What I'm going to teach you, is the art of manipulating space itself, allowing you to 
arrive from point A to point B in complete safety in an instant, even if the two places 
are thousands of miles away." 

Professor Rudd waved his hands in a circular manner, and soon two tiny black spots 
appeared. The first one between his palms, the second one right in front of the girl 
sitting in the middle of the front row. 

With each magic word he spoke, the spots started to enlarge and stretch themselves 
in a specular manner, one extremity became almost circular, the size of a fist, while 
the other was so thin and small to be point-like. 

They assumed the shape of a funnel, made out of energy, with both ends spinning at 
unbelievable speed. 

- "Is that an event horizon?!" - Lith was shocked, to the point of standing up to better 
observe the phenomenon. 

After just a second, the energy funnels had collapsed on themselves, leaving in their 
places two rifts in space. Professor Rudd extended his hand inside the first rift, 
making it reappear right above the girl's desk, taking the pen away from her fingers. 

"Do you understand now? Bending space requires the same amount of energy and 
focus than teleportation would, but it's infinitely safer. Walking through a Gate is like 
going through a door. What gets in, gets out. No more and no less. 
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But do not get fooled by appearances. Even a simple trick like the one 1 just showed 
you has many limitations. First of all, it requires a clear line of sight, otherwise one 
cannot have a clear focus of the entry and exit points. 

Secondly, even a small Gate requires at least the ability to triple cast, since you have 
to mix and control the energies of earth, air and water magic. Those are the most 
basic elements for a Gate. 

Adding more elements allows to create bigger rifts, and it's the only way to make 
them stable enough to let more than one person walk through it. You will need to 
develop a deep understanding of these three elements, just for starters. 

Despite what you may think, dimensional magic does not require enormous amount 
of mana, like some specializations do. The most important requirement is sensibility 
to small fluctuations of energy and space. 

It's not something that you can brute force your way through. You must be able to 
feel the Gate growing, and adapt to its changes. If you don't feed it mana at the right 
time in the right place, it will never open. 

Dimensional magic is not a specialization, it has no strict requirements that cannot 
be overcome with practice and hard work. On paper, is something that every good 
mage can do, even those with one specialization or none at all. 

Tomorrow, we will start with nothing more than a simple parlour trick." 

Rudd opened two small portals, barely the size of a coin, one above the other. Then 
he dropped a small pebble in the lower portal, and it reappeared from the upper one, 
falling down in the lower portal in an endless loop. 

"Forewarned is forearmed. Better if you start reading your book from today onward, 
if you don't want to start with the wrong foot. Questions?" 

Yurial raised his hand, receiving permission to speak. 

"Professor, you said that teleportation does not exist, but what was Blink then? 1 
didn't see any Gate opening." 

"Excellent question, young man." For the first time since he had entered the room. 
Professor Rudd smiled kindly. Many were cursing inwardly, asking themselves if the 
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question was really good, or rather he was appreciating Yurial's father. 


"Dimensional magic is not just a matter of logistic and transportation, in the right 
conditions is also a perfect tool to defend or attack. But in such scenarios, you cannot 
expect the enemy to be kind enough to wait for you to finish, everything needs to be 
fast. 

Allow me to show you Blink again, this time slowly." 

The academy ring at Rudd's finger tapped into the castle's magic, opening two 
portals, one in front of the Professor and the other in the middle of the class. 

But unlike a Warp Steps, where both ends were still, the portal in front of Rudd 
moved forward, making him arrive to destination without having to take a step. 

"That's how Blink works, just much faster. Using dimensional magic in combat is the 
final test of skill for a mage. Another useful, but even harder application is the 
following. Please stand up, young man." 

Yurial did as instructed, but as soon as he stood up, he found himself watching 
Professor Rudd standing behind his desk, while he was now in the middle of the 
room. 

"This spell is called Switch. The name is self-explanatory, and requires two sets of 
portals, that if correctly timed, create the perfect diversion. Sometimes even an 
opportunity to kill. 

Back in my days, 1 once found myself surrounded by archers using enchanted 
arrows. Their commander did me the favour of standing still long enough for me to 
time Switch so that while 1 was running away, he had become a fine spill cushion." 

A cruel smile appeared on Rudd's face, remembering the shocked expression of the 
soldiers when they realized what had happened. 

"But don't get me wrong. Switch is even harder to pull off than Blink. It requires that 
both targets are still, within a ten meters distance and a clear visual. But 1 digress. 
Anything further?" 

"Is it really possible for a single mage to open a Gate to a location hundred, if not 
thousands of miles away?" Asked a petite girl. 
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"Yes and no. A single mage can open a portal leading to a very further destination, 
but he needs to have either enough mana to support the task, or a magical item to 
share its burden. Also, one cannot go in a location he has never been before. 

Visualization is a key element, and so is the knowledge of the exact coordinates. 
Moreover, opening such a gate requires a focus. Something like this." 

From his dimensional amulet Professor Rudd took out a small sphere with many 
arcane red runes engraved on it. 

"Dimensional mages usually plant magical beacons in their most common 
destinations, making the opening of a portal much easier and less mana consuming. 
As 1 said at the beginning of the lesson, my subject is really complex. 

Is better to avoid filling your heads with useless notions. Focus at the task at hand. 
One must first learn how to crawl, then to walk, and only then can worry about his 
running speed. Dismissed." 

Almost at the same moment, the gong signalling the end of the lesson resounded. 
Many students had a worried look on their faces, and Lith was one of them. 

- "This is really bad. Not only 1 have never practiced anything like this, but sensibility 
is not exactly my strong point. 

Whenever 1 encountered a difficulty, 1 either cheated my way in with true magic until 
1 understood the true core of the problem, or relied on fake magic's auto pilot to 
understand the magic flow. 

What's the average success rate per year for this course?" 

"According to the academy's records, is a little less than 60%." Solus replied. 

"How many graduated students managed to score an A despite failing it?" Lith was 
considering dropping the subject, to avoid it affecting his grades. He could always 
copy the book and study at his own pace later. 

"None." The answer left him dejected. "Turn that frown upside down! Even the most 
experienced kid here has barely six years of magic practice, you have more than 
twelve. Not to mention the Hexacasting and true magic." 
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"I know, but practice is not all. This seems a discipline that requires quite a lot of 
talent, and we both know 1 am no genius. Invigoration and true magic cannot help 
me like they do for Forgemastering and Healing. I'm afraid 1 have just hit a wall." 
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CHAPTER 91 

A TRUE GENIUS WORRIES 


After dimensional magic, it was time for the specialization lessons. Professor 
Nalear's course was on forced hold. The number of students requiring a second 
evaluation had far exceeded expectations, a day hadn't been enough. 

Phloria had the rest of the morning free, while Lith and the others went to the 
Master Healer class. Once at the academy's hospital, the students discovered that 
Professor Vastor had organized a small refreshment before officially starting the new 
trimester. 

The class had gone down from thirty-four to twenty-eight student, and some of them 
had barely broke a C. Between those who had lost a friend and the ones terrified at 
the idea of suffering the same fate, very few were in the mood for celebration. 

Vastor didn't seem to notice, though, and even if the report cards were supposed to 
be a secret, it wasn't hard to guess grades based on how he treated the different 
students. He devoted a lot of attention to Quylla and Lith, arousing the envy of many. 

Those who like Professor Rudd were biased against commoners' bloodlines, would 
have given an arm and a leg to get the opportunity to teach them a lesson. 

Yet they were well aware that because of the Ballots, the best they could do was get 
demoted from unsuccesful mages to expelled ones. Not to mention that instead of 
being reprimanded, Vastor had received an award for beating unruly students during 
the mock exam. 

"Keep working hard, my dear pupils. And remember what 1 said at the beginning of 
our lessons. After the second trimester the class will be halved. We will be lucky if 
twenty of you manage to actually graduate as healers." 

From how he was looking at the angered students, he had got a taste for it. 

During the lesson, Lith's group had finally the opportunity to take the lead in delicate 
procedures like re growing lost limbs and organs. 
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Previously, the three men teams, one responsible for the regeneration and the other 
for keeping the patient's vitals stable, were both comprised of two professors and 
only one student. 

Now the balance had shifted, and only a professor remained in each team. 

When Quylla and Lith weren't in charge of one of the teams. Professor Vastor would 
always put them as second in command, ready to take over the procedure in case 
anything went wrong. 

It took Lith a few patients to understand all the quirks and risks of regenerating a 
lost limb. The tier four spell couldn't be handled by just mindlessly pumping mana, 
or everyone could have done it, even without a specialization. 

The whole process revolved around a delicate balance between the two groups of 
healers, with the patient as their fulcrum. The mage leading the regeneration had to 
keep the spell active, while giving the patient's body the time to rejuvenate. 

With too short intervals between mana pulses, most of their effectiveness would be 
lost, making the procedure longer and more difficult. Also, it would put a great stress 
on the patient's body, with the risk that the new limb would be defective. 

One had to give the vitals support team the time to reintegrate the patient's lost 
vitality during the process, burdening his metabolism as little as possible. The 
second team acted as a life force IV, but the drip rate had to be manually adjusted 
depending on the circumstances. 

Too fast and the energy would be lost, just giving the patient a sensation of euphoria. 
Too slow and the massive drain caused by the regeneration could kill or permanently 
incapacitate him. 

The teams had to coordinate between themselves, the first sending mana pulses 
spaced enough to allow the life force infusion to be effective, the second adjusting 
the flow whenever was necessary, to avoid the regenerative spell to be interrupted 
by a too prolonged pause. 

Lith and Quylla quickly mastered both roles, receiving many compliments from the 
medical staff and thirty points from Professor Vastor. They were the only ones that 
despite occasionally losing control of the spell, would manage to fix things on their 
own, without needing a Professor to take over. 
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In Lith's case, he did it on purpose. Thanks to Invigoration, he was capable of having 
complete awareness of the patient's status. 

Lith could understand with a glance when more life force was necessary or not, 
instructing the other team to speed up or slow down, and time the regenerating 
pulses so that the next one would arrive only when the previous was already losing 
effectiveness. 

Yet he had to make mistakes, achieving perfection from day one would have been too 
eye-catching. 

Even with the help of true magic, the task took a heavy toll on both his mind and 
body. The stress of handling a human life put a huge pressure on everyone, the 
patients were real persons and not test dummies anymore. 

Because of the long pre operation phase, the students had been forced to spend time 
with them during the previous semester, to talk and know them personally. It was 
impossible to consider their lives just a number in their success/failure ratio. 

And while Lith used Invigoration, the others could only rely on their magic 
sensitivity, listening to the patients' pulse and keeping an eye on their complexion 
and pain. 

It was something incredibly hard, Lith had no idea how others could manage to do it. 

The scariest thing was that despite all that, Quylla was just a few steps behind him. 
Even if stuck with fake magic, she was able to absorb like a sponge all the notions 
and suggestions Professor Vastor gave them, managing to get in tune with every 
patient. 

Lith would have never been capable of doing that, at least not that fast. He learned by 
experience, little by little with every procedure, using Invigoration as a guiding hand 
whenever he had a doubt. 

The more time they spent together, the more aware he was that it was only a matter 
of time before she revealed herself to be a genius. Her mana core was already on par 
with Lith's. 

- "I can only pat myself in the back for taking care of her for all this time. If necessity 
ever arises, she can become an invaluable asset. 
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If she really is an S class healer, she'll relieve me of all the unnecessary attentions, 
avoiding for a simple A class talent like me to be pressured. 

Besides, it's not like she can threaten my position. With my knowledge of 
biochemistry, biology and anatomy, I will always be the top in the theoretical field. 

Who would ever guessed that all the extra credits seminars for the college would pay 
off like that?" - 

All the other students didn't know if to laugh or cry at their helplessness. Envy and 
shame fought in their hearts, like two lions tumbling down a cliff. No matter which 
one would win, the result would be the same. 

Even Yurial and Friya felt a tinge of jealousy while comparing themselves to them. 

But most of all, they were proud and happy for their friends. Lith had helped them 
countless times in the past, never asking anything in return. 

What had started as a simple business relationship, had evolved in honest 
friendship. 

As for Quylla, they could never resent her. At the beginning, Yurial had approached 
her just out of curiosity. He had considered her like a pet, someone talented that 
would be easy to manipulate due to her childish naivety and poor background. 

But Quylla's growth as a person and mage had stunned him, leading Yurial to shed 
his prejudices and accept her as a peer. Now, after three months together, he felt 
deeply ashamed of his initial attitude towards her, and was trying to make amends. 

Friya, instead, liked to think other as the little sister she had always wanted. Quylla 
was honest and had a big heart. Their friendship had developed naturally from their 
first meeting, both suffering from the constant harassing from the other students. 

When Quylla's body had started to change due to the rapid growth induced by the 
tonic, Friya had helped her managing her first period, teaching her everything about 
what being a young woman meant, becoming her confident. 

When Friya had hit a wall during the Healer specialization, Quylla had volunteered to 
help her. Thy had started studying together, and whatever difficulty Friya 
encountered, Quylla had been always there for her. 


traitorAIZEN 645 I 698 



She had never talked about her private lessons to anyone, not even trying to impress 
Lith, for whom Friya knew she had a huge crush. Quylla's humble and gentle nature 
had moved her beyond what words could express. 

Friya had found in a stranger, something that even her own family had always denied 
her. She was ready to do anything for her little adoptive sister. 

As for Quylla, she was thankful for tier four magic being so hard. Her work as a 
healer, with the constant pressure of having another human's being in her hands, 
was the only thing forcing her unruly heart to rest. 

When they had first met, Yurial was like a Prince Charming out of the fairy tales she 
read as a kid. He was noble, powerful, rich, handsome, smart, and gentle. Almost too 
good to be true. 

Lith, on the other side, had been more like a demon lord. Cold, scary, brash, talking to 
everyone like they were ants, glaring with soul chilling dead eyes. But after the first 
two days, something had changed. 

She had noticed how indifferent Yurial actually was, sometimes even forgetting 
about her existence. Friya was the one actually caring for her, while Lith was... 
complicated. 

When the first magic private lessons had started, he had lost most of his edge, 
becoming more supportive and helpful than Professor Trasque himself. He was the 
only one not staring at her for the amount of food she gobbled every day. 

On the contrary, he would even encourage her to eat more, and help her keep her 
diet balanced. Lith would always worry for her safety, encouraging her to pick up a 
Ballot, even defending her when she still had to get her own. 

In the last months, whenever students tried to "casually" bump into her, Lith would 
switch place with Quylla. No matter how big the other guy was, Lith would remain 
immovable like a mountain, while the other would fall on his a*s wincing in pain. 

After a month from their first meeting, when she had her first period, he had been 
the one noticing her distress, relieving the pain with one of his personal spells and 
bringing her to Friya to get help. 

As a healer, he was bound to know everything about it too, yet he had the sensitivity 
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to avoid embarrassing her, letting another woman help her face that awkward 
situation. 

It was after that moment that something inside Quylla had changed. Whenever she 
saw him, she would get butterflies in her stomach, her mouth would go dry. Each 
time they spoke, she needed sheer willpower to not speak fast, or giggle at 
everything he said. 

Over time, he had become gentler and kinder, helping them whenever he could 
during the private lessons, answering all their questions and giving them pointers. 

She started to admire his cold attitude towards strangers, not giving a damn about 
what they thought or said, having eyes only for his friends. Lith soon revealed to be 
wise beyond his years, knowing many things and having anecdotes about almost 
everything. 

Sometimes, when they walked side by side, their hands casually touched. In those 
moments, she felt really hard to resist the compulsion to take his hand, to feel his 
warmth. 

Other times, when she was alone in her room, her mind would go crazy with 
fantasies and delusions, making her feeling hot and fuzzy in the strangest places. 
When Quylla talked about that to Friya, she told her that it was perfectly normal, 
even though she blushed listening to the question. 

When Friya explained what it meant, Quylla thought she would die of 
embarrassment. Luckily, there were just the two of them, and she knew that she 
could trust her friend. 

Over time, she had learned to manage her feelings, mostly because she was too 
scared to do anything about them. Except that towards Professor Nalear, Lith seemed 
to be completely uninterested in girls. 

Quylla was conscious that even if thanks to the tonic she was now 1.5 meters 
tall, she was nothing special. Her figure was still undeveloped and very childish. She 
lacked Friya's curves or Phloria's innate charisma. 

The only thing she could do was stay strong and hope for her feelings to fade away. 
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CHAPTER 92 
JUST A WARNING 


After the end of the lesson, the group went to lunch, finding Phloria waiting for them 
at their usual table. 

- "1 seriously think 1 have overestimated myself, thinking to be able keeping my nice 
guy facade for two whole years. If it wasn't for my big brother instinct, 1 don't know 
how many times 1 would have snapped already. 

1 really don't get these guys at all. To make things worse, no matter how much 1 force 
myself, 1 keep feeling 1 don't belong with them." - Lith inwardly sighed. 

Solus had no idea what to say to make him feel better. Returning to the academy, 
right after spending some time with the people he loved, had made Lith depressed. 

"Hey guys, how was your lesson?" Phloria asked. 

"Same old, same old." Yurial shrugged. "Vaster keeps pushing forward those who are 
good, and spreads salt on the wounds of those who aren't. And while the class 
struggles with each task, these two monsters keep running circles around us 
mortals." 

"How did your morning go?" Lith tried changing topic. Ever since his encounter with 
the Scorpicore, every time someone called him monster, he could not help but 
shudder. 

He had realized that calling what happened to him 'reincarnation', was far from 
correct. He was more like an evil spirit from a horror movie, possessing the bodies of 
the recently deceased. 

"Depressingly so. After Professor Rudd's speech, 1 was eager to check if his subject is 
really as hard as he says. Well, he lied. It's much worse than that. 1 spent the last two 
hours trying the 'parlour trick' we are supposed to perform tomorrow. 

1 read his book over and over, but 1 didn't succeed, not even once." She sighed. 
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"Are you serious?" Friya asked. "We have passed the first part of Professor Nalear's 
course. Could it be that the spell requires something she has yet to cover in her 
lessons?" 

Everyone at the table turned gloomy. Two hours were the regular duration of a class, 
Phloria failing so badly was unprecedented, not to mention a bad omen. If she wasn't 
able to, it was unlikely that any of them could succeed. 

Even Lith was on the same boat. Without true magic or Invigoration as crutches, he 
wasn't much better than them. 

- "Solus, what is the average time for succeeding in the pebble trick?" 

"More bad news." She replied. "The school records are not helping this time. The only 
thing reported is the number of lessons for opening a Gate." 

"Lessons, not hours? This is worse than 1 thought. How many for geniuses, and how 
many for regular students?" 

"Geniuses usually need around three lessons, the others around twenty." - 

Lith almost chocked himself on bread when he heard that piece of news. 

"Normally, I'd propose to gobble our lunch fast and go practice dimensional magic, to 
not let that old coot embarrass us." Friya said. 

"But Phloria and 1 have yet to take our Mage Knight class for today." 

"Same, 1 have Forgemastering later." 

"What about we meet at Quylla's place after the end of the lessons?" Yurial proposed. 
"1 bet that with her learning speed, by the time we get there, she will be able to teach 
us the basics." 

That afternoon, much to Lith disappointment. Professor Wanemyre went back to 
theory lessons. In the first trimester, they had learned how to infuse a single 
enchantment in an object. 

The topic of the new lesson was how to mix two enchantments together, introducing 
a new set of runes and magic circles whose complexity was on all another level. He 
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was eager to get back in the lab and put them to test. 


Because of Soluspedia, when it wasn't involved fine mana control or a particular 
timing in manipulating volatile energies, such lessons were just redundant for him. 

He already knew every rune and circle, so he spent most of the lesson practicing how 
to draw them perfectly, instead of listening. The second forgemastering tome was a 
gold mine of inspiration for Lith. 

Meanwhile, Yurial was diligently taking notes about the arrays Professor Tinnam 
was introducing. A Warden had a supportive role, he couldn't cast random spells like 
most mages. 

It was important to understand in what circumstances a magic formation would do 
more good than harm. Since the Griffon Kingdom was at peace, Yurial had chosen 
such specialization hoping to help the development of his family's fief. 

His wish was to become able to build dams, bridges and roads almost by himself, 
saving the money to hire more healers and teachers. One of his great-grandmother 
teachings, was that without its people, a Country was just a piece of land. 

The new arrays were even more difficult to perform and hard to control than those 
of the first trimester, but at least the casting speed was the same. The biggest flaw of 
a Warden, was the long time necessary for a single spell. 

After the lesson, he was about to leave, when he was approached by an old 
acquaintance. It was Lyam Lukart, the military looking guy that Lith humiliated 
during Trasque's second lesson. 

Yurial knew him because he was the son of archmage Lukart. They had started the 
academy together, three years prior, but had quickly parted ways. The Lukart family 
was one of the oldest magician bloodlines, and were pretty stuck up about that. 

Despite their fathers held the same status, Lyam had never treated Yurial as a peer, 
let alone as a friend. Following his family's teachings, he considered the Deirus 
household a branch family at best. 

Having centuries of mystic legacy, a household with only three generations of mages 
was too young to be considered a real magical bloodline. Lyam demanded blind 
respect and loyalty from those he deemed inferior. 
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The Deirus household, instead, didn't give a damn about traditions, respecting only 
talent and achievements. Yurial couldn't bear Lyam's groundless arrogance, so after a 
while, he had politely but firmly put a distance between them. 

"Deirus, do you have a minute?" Lyam asked. 

Yurial put up his best smile, trying to cut that conversation short. Calling Yurial by 
his last name, was a polite way to underline their difference in status. Whatever 
Lyam wanted, he wasn't willing to give. 

"Not really, Lyam. Dimensional magic seems really hard. I'm in a hurry to practice for 
tomorrow's lesson." Refusing his request was usually enough. For someone like 
Lyam, having to ask twice was akin to begging. 

"Then let me accompany you for a while, 1 promise it will not take long." 

Yurial was so flabbergasted, that for a second he lost his composure, but was quick to 
recover. He nodded, prompting the other to continue. 

"You have been here as long as 1 have. What do you think of all the changes Linjos 
introduced?" The question was odd, but Yurial had no reason to lie or refuse to 
answer. 

"Honestly, 1 don't know what to think. No finals, that terrifying mock exam, the new 
Professors and their scoring system. It's too soon to judge his performance, but 1 
must admit that so far things have become more interesting." 

That clearly wasn't the answer Lyam hoped to hear. His upper lip curled up in an 
expression of disgust, without even trying to hide his feelings. 

"1 get your point." He sighed. 

"Tradition has value only for those who contributed crafting it, and live by it. But, 
you see, many people feel differently about what's happening. First the seed of a bad 
apple got accepted to one of the six big academies. 

Then, an outstanding member of the magical society, like Headmistress Linnea, has 
lost everything in the name of diversity, just to quench the thirst for revenge of social 
climbers that got too close to the Queen's ear. 
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And now the prestigious White Griffon gets rid of its history, treating it as garbage, 
abolishing finals in favour of this farce of a grading system?" Lyam spat on the floor, 
uncaring of the disgusted looks people threw at him. 

Yet his voice was calm and collected, Yurial doubted that anyone beside him could 
hear anything. 

"Many people, both at the Court at the Mage Association, are not pleased with the 
course of these events. They would like the Queen to reconsider her decisions, taking 
her time to properly reflect before doing something this... drastic." 

Yurial knew there was little if no trust between them, and how Lyam was being 
subtle, making no names. 

"What all this have to do with me?" 

"Well, some think that all magical bloodlines should stick together and try to correct 
this situation. People like Linjos need to be put back in their place. And for that. I'd 
like your help." 

"I'm not going to hurt my friends!" Yurial angrily retorted. "Nor 1 am going to let 
anyone harm them!" His hostility only met an amused laughter. 

"Your friends? It's what you think this is all about? No one cares who do you pick as 
boot boy, or what kind of wench you prefer for warming your bed, to each his own. 
Everyone has his eccentricities. 

No one will touch your servants, there is no need to. What we want is to get rid of 
Linjos. To prove that all these so called 'changes' do nothing but let weeds 
proliferate, while real talents get smothered in the crib. 

1 came to you today, because 1 need you to persuade your father to join our cause." 

"Good luck with that." Yurial managed to say. "Do whatever you want, but leave me 
out of this. Be it the old or the new system, is none of my business." He didn't know if 
to report everything to the Headmaster, but he wasn't stupid enough to reveal his 
intentions. 

Keeping a neutral stand while deciding what to do was the best course of action. 


traitorAIZEN 652 I 698 



"That's unfortunate." Lyam clicked his tongue. 


"I really hoped you would come to your senses. Picking the wrong path in life can 
have terrible consequences." 

Yurial looked around, noticing that the corridor was empty. No one was around 
anymore, only the two of them remained. 

Before he could demand for an explanation, Lyam punched him in the stomach, 
following with a hook to the chin that sent Yurial to the ground. 

Suddenly, several people joined the beating, carefully avoiding to hit his face or 
vitals. While trying to protect himself, Yurial recognized some of them, all heirs of 
powerful nobles or ancient magical bloodlines. 

"The good thing about stupidity, is that up to a certain degree it can be beaten out. 
Even dumb dogs learn their lessons with the proper training." Lyam kneeled, using a 
powerful tier three healing spell on Yurial to leave no trace of the brutal aggression. 

The pain, though, was still there. Yurial needed all of his willpower to not give them 
the satisfaction of begging to stop or screaming in agony. He hadn't made a sound the 
whole time. 

"Tell your father that this was just a warning. We can't wait to have a proper talk 
with him too." 
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CHAPTER 93 
FAILURES 


When someone heard referring to the King's Council Chamber, usually his mind 
would think of the throne room. 

More than twenty meters [66,6 feet} long and over ten meters [33,3 feet} large, a 
single red silk carpet with gold embroidered edges going from the three meters [10 
feet} wide double doors up to the two steps that distanced the floor where nobles 
stood and the raised one for the royal family. 

That way, even sitting on their gold thrones, carved to resemble a rampant griffon, 
they would be able to look down on everyone present, reaffirming they status and 
authority. 

The whole room was lit by crystal chandeliers, fueled by magic, leaving no space for 
shadows or need for maintenance. 

On the walls, magically enchanted tapestries would recount over and over the great 
feats that the current King had accomplished to be deemed worthy of his power. 

Both the floor and the pillars of the room were realized from gold veined marble, the 
most precious and robust material available in the Griffon Kingdom. 

And that someone would be dead wrong. The throne room was perfect for holding 
social events or awarding a particular general or noble. But when it came down to 
state secrets, it was a security nightmare. 

Between the main entrance, the servants' passages, the secret passages and the 
balconies for the spectators, circling around the room, a small army of spies could 
easily go unnoticed, even after searching the whole place with a tooth comb. 

The real Council Chamber was located in the King's private apartments, inside of a 
heavily guarded tower. The room was about 6 meters [20 feet} long and 4 meters [13 
feet} large with only a round table and wooden chairs as furniture. 

The round table didn't mean that every opinion held the same importance, it was 


traitorAIZEN 654 I 698 



simply the only way to be heard from every side of the room without the need of 
shouting non-stop. 

Aside from the furniture, the room was bare, with no windows and only one 
entrance. Both the floor and the walls were of a pale grey, there was no colour 
outside that of the magical stones the room was made of. 

Most of the assemblies would last hours, and given the sensitive nature of the 
subjects that required the King's direct approval, discretion was of vital importance. 

The whole place was enchanted to prevent eavesdropping, either by conventional or 
magical means, not to mention all the protections necessary to avoid the whole high 
command getting killed in one fell swoop. 

In that particular day, the Council Chamber wasn't occupied by ministers or generals, 
but by the upper echelons of the Mage Association. In such occasions, it was the 
Queen's duty chairing the debate. 

For the Crown to have absolute control over both political and magical matters, 
responsibilities were shared as such. The one of the royal couple most versed in the 
magical arts would become the head of the Mage Association. 

The other, would be in charge of all the military power and oversee the ministers' 
activities. Together, they would hold all the keys to the Kingdom. 

Queen Sylpha wore a simple blue satin morning dress, with long sleeves covering her 
arms. Despite being over fifty years old, it was hard thinking her a day past thirty. 

With her square chin and sharp features, she couldn't be considered beautiful, but 
the aura of confidence and power she exuded coupled with her perfect manners, still 
made her quite charming. 

"Your Majesty, we still cannot find Linnea." Said a bald middle-aged man with a grey 
goatee. "We are certain she hasn't crossed the borders yet. She would never leave her 
children behind." 

The Queen dilated her nostrils in annoyance. Recently she would only receive bad 
news. 

"And? 1 want results, not hypothesis! If you can't find her, she could have defected to 
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the Blood Sand tribes or even hiding up my powdered a*s for all 1 care. What about 
the Gorgon Empire? Is it true that they are developing clairvoyance magic?" 

The idea of their worst enemy being able to spy on them from a safe distance, caused 
the Queen to lose sleep over it. 

"Yes and no." Sniggered an old woman with long white hair, held up in a pony tail. 
"Yes, they spent thousands of gold coins to indulge the Emperor obsession with 
prophets, seers and all that cr*p about predicting the future. 

No, because up to date all those so called 'mediums' were only frauds. Some of them 
were actually our agents, that managed to drain considerable sums before 
disappearing." 

"Finally, something goes right!" She slammed the table with her fist hard enough to 
make several goblets fall off. 

"What about the great academies?" An awkward silence fell into the room, instantly 
ruining her good mood. 

"Your Majesty, maybe you should reconsider your line of action." Said a tall middle- 
aged woman with short red hair. 

"So many changes at once are hard to accept. It would be better to implement them 
one by one over time." 

"One by one over time." The Queen echoed, drumming with her slender fingers on 
the armrest. 

"Tell me, dear Bolna, how long has the Mage Association tried to change the rules 
nice and easy, to avoid unrest?" Her tone was calm and amiable, causing those 
present to shudder. 

The Queen was many things, but amiable was not one of those. As any purebred 
politician, she was capable of hiding her emotions and thoughts whenever it was 
necessary, but her nature was that of a fiery woman, passionate in everything she 
did. 

When speaking about state affairs with her counsellors, she would not mince words 
or waste time with niceties. Her being calm meant that a storm was incoming. 
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"Over forty years." The woman swallowed a lump of saliva, forcing herself to answer 
without trembling. 

"Even before my crowning, yes. And how many rules have been actually been 
changed until now?" 

"None." 

"Last question. How many potential Magi did we lose during all this time?" Her voice 
had turned stone cold. 

"At least four." Incapable of returning the Queen's gaze, Bolna lowered her eyes. 

"All of them defected swearing an oath of vengeance." 

"Let me get this straight." The Queen pulled back her chair, standing up. She was a 
woman of average stature 1.62 meters [5'4"} high with a slender build. 

Despite being held up in a chignon, the long black hair still revealed her uncanny gift 
for the mystical arts, with all the six shades of colours marking her as blessed by all 
the gods of magic. 

"We lost four one-man armies for nothing but petty grudges, and your great idea is 
to keep up the 'good work'?" The Queen moved so fast that one could think she had 
Blinked, but the blur behind her told a different story. She had simply walked. 

"Do you think that when the god of death returns from the Blood Desert, leading the 
army of undead that he has been raising for all this time, will he take his revenge bit 
by bit overtime, or just slaughter us all?" 

Sylpha said while lifting her by the neck with only one hand, despite Bolna was taller 
and double her weight. None dared to interfere. All of those present were very 
powerful archmages, but there was a reason for Sylpha being the Queen. 

She was capable of casting several spells with barely any delay, moving faster than a 
wild beast and ripping in half a fully armed knight with her bare hands. Many 
suspected she was actually a dragon in human form. 

"Doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result is the very 
definition of madness." She brought Bolna's purple face near her own. 
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"Your masters should have trained you better." Sylpha clenched her fist, producing a 
snap, before throwing the body in a corner of the room. Bolna's head was now tilted 
at an unnatural angle, her limbs sprawled under the heavy magician robe. 

"Now that we got rid of the spy among our ranks, we shouldn't lose so many agents 
anymore." She said returning to her chair. 

"Bolna was a spy?!" Everyone was shocked at the news, questioning and discussing 
what had just happened. 

"Yes, she was." The Queen rubbed her forehead with a sad expression. She looked 
tired and thin, with no trace other previous vigour. 

"The old families have their men and women planted everywhere. Academies, Court, 
even the Mage Association is not outside their grasp. They know 1 invested too much 
money and energies in the White Griffon. 

If my project fails, it will be only on me. 1 would be left with no choice but leave 
everything as it is, hoping that my successor will have better skill and luck. 1 may 
even be forced to resign as head of the Mage Association and leave the position to 
one of my children. 

1 already have too many failures on my shoulders, another one of such significance 
and my authority and role would be greatly diminished. Even 1 would question my 
competence." 

Th Queen's aides didn't know what to say, so they waited in silence for her to recover. 

"Bolna's reports were all fake. The unrest is growing, many took their children failing 
grades or being expelled as personal attacks. They can't stand anymore not being in 
control." 

She took out several folders from a dimensional ring, passing them to the old 
wizards, for them to see with their eyes how dire the situation was. According to the 
documents and the transcribed conversations, the Kingdom was on the verge of a 
civil war. 

The new nobles, those who had risen in status thanks to their talent and 
achievements, be them of military or magical nature, weren't willing anymore to live 
their lives under the heel of an unfair system. 
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The old nobles, instead, felt their position threatened, and feared losing some of 
their privileges, or even worse, being forced to share resources that up to that point 
had been their exclusive. 

The two factions were now too close in numbers and power, it was only a matter of 
time before the old balance crumbled. 

"1 know that despite being loyal to the Crown, many of you do not really support my 
idea." Sylpha sighed. 

"But 1 need you to understand how much is at stake. No matter what your personal 
beliefs are, if the White Griffon turns out to be just another failure, we'll have a 
generation at best, before the Kingdom plunges into chaos." 
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CHAPTER 94 
INFORMATION 


After finishing the lessons, everyone was in Quylla's room, waiting for Yurial to begin 
practicing dimensional magic. Lith was very nervous, tapping with his foot while 
counting the seconds. 

"Where the heck is he?" He grumbled. 

"We have been waiting for him for..." Lith realized that without the sun, he had no 
idea how much time had passed. 

- "Barely ten minutes." - Solus mind-rolled her eyes at his impatience. 

"Over ten minutes! It doesn't take that long to fly over here. Maybe we should start 
on our own." 

"Why so anxious? Don't tell me that you let that Rudd guy get under your skin." Friya 
mocked him playfully. 

"He can believe whatever he wants. As long as he judges the students semi-fairly is 
fine by me. 1 don't fear the Professor, as much as his subject. Is nothing like 1 ever 
done before, and 1 will not relax until 1 know 1 can do it." 

"Is the same for all of us, yet you are the only one freaking out. Do you know why?" 

- "Because you are all a bunch of children that still believe in unicorns and rainbows. 
In real life, only results matter. No one cares for the reason why you failed or 
succeeded. The magical power of friendship has never solved anything, unless in 
works of fiction." - 

"Because despite all of your talent, you are so single-minded on a task at hand to 
become obsessive. Ten minutes aren't going to affect our chances with dimensional 
magic. Try to relax. Sometimes one has to stop and smell the roses. 

Who knows, maybe he has met someone special. 1 mean, any other guy 1 know would 
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be delighted to be in your place, surrounded by girls. Yet you just nag all the time like 
my grandpa." 

Lith didn't miss her poking Quylla's back, probably to encourage her to say 
something instead of staring at her own toes. She had been awfully silent since he 
had entered her room. 

- "Is not like there's something embarrassing around. This place is as empty as mine. 

1 wonder if 1 was so awkward at her age too." - 

Despite she really wanted to join the conversation. Solus kept silent. Having access to 
ah of his memories, she knew that the twelve years old Derek's past was better 
forgotten. There was only pain and misery there. 

"I'm flattered by your feelings." Lith replied. "But it's better if we stay friends. It's not 
you, it's me." 

Friya was left speechless, while Phloria was rolling on the bed laughing. 

"KD after the first move! You better stay down, sister." 

Before Friya could scold the two of them, they heard knocking on the door. 

Lith quickly opened it, eager to begin, letting a groggy Yurial walk inside. He was 
leaning on the wall just to stand on his feet. His eyes were semi closed, like he was 
about to fall asleep any moment. 

"Are you drunk?" It was the only explanation he could find. Yurial shook his head, 
while Lith helped him reach the bed. He clearly needed to sit down. 

While the other girls started worrying, asking him what was wrong, Quyha used one 
other personal diagnostic spells, finding that he was perfectly fine, just like Lith did 
with Invigoration while supporting him. 

"He is not drunk." She said. "For some reason Yurial has barely the strength to walk." 

"1 can easily fix that." By using a tier four light spell, Lith gave him some of his life 
force. 

Yurial finally managed to speak, telling them what had happened, down to the last 
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detail. 


"That b*astard beat me so hard that the healing spell drained all my remaining 
energy. 1 had to fight just to put one foot in front of the other. It's a miracle 1 managed 
to get here without fainting." 

"What a scheming son of a swine!" Phloria snapped. 

"By healing you not only he covered his tracks, but also left you so weak that even if 
you managed to call for help, it would have been too late. He can be anywhere at this 
point." 

"Yeah. 1 need to inform my father of what happened. If 1 were you. I'd do the same. 
You come from a magic bloodline too, Tm surprised they didn't try to recruit you 
already." 

"Maybe they did." Friya suddenly realized. 

"Do you remember the cute guy that seemed wanting to talk with you, but walked 
away as soon as he noticed we were together?" 

"The one we joked about being too afraid to confess in public? Yes, 1 do, but what 
makes you think he was one of them?" 

"Nothing, just that it seems too odd to be a coincidence. We have attended the same 
classes for months and he chooses today to make his move? Also, was he afraid of me 
or my Ballot? Everyone knows 1 have one." 

"It makes sense." Yurial nodded. "1 think at this point is better if we all get one. Our 
family names make us targets. It could happen to you too, Friya. Contact your mother 
and see where she stands in this matter." 

Lith was shocked contemplating all the possible consequences. It was ironic how he 
and Quylla were the least affected from the sudden turn of events. Being commoners, 
they had no value in a political struggle, at least for the moment. 

If they really wanted to hurt Linjos' reputation, their existence as the top students of 
the Master Healer class would make them targets too, sooner or later. The other 
class wasn't a problem, there were better Forgemasters than him. 
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Or at least, it was what he had made them believe. 


Friya, Phloria and Yurial took out their communicator amulets to inform their 
parents of the current predicament. 

"Mind if 1 use the bathroom?" Lith asked. In a world were underwear did not exist 
and the uniform was the only dress they wore, it was unlikely there was something 
embarrassing lying around. But he wanted to make sure to not invade her privacy. 

Quylla nodded, and after entering Lith used his Hush spell to prevent being heard 
before calling Marchioness Distar. Despite answering immediately, she seemed 
annoyed by the call, but as soon as she heard the news, her attitude changed. 

"Good gods, those bustards dared to involve their own sons. This is even worse than 1 
thought." 

"I'm sorry, your Ladyship, but you do not seem surprised at all. Can you please tell 
me what's happening exactly?" 

Marchioness Distar drummed with her fingers on the desk for a while before 
answering. 

"What happened today, is just a side show of the real struggle. It goes on from 
decades, with new powers demanding more equity, and the old ones fighting to keep 
things as they are. Every year, commoners rise to the status of nobles thanks to 
magical or military achievements. 

But getting lands and titles means nothing if bureaucracy stands in your way at 
every step. Kings come and go, but paper pushers are forever. Over the centuries, all 
such positions have been taken over by the old powers, and they use it as a 
bottleneck to others' authority. 

No one gets anything, unless they agree. And that made many people angry. In a way, 
they can even overrule the Court's orders, simply by delaying everything as much as 
they can. 

So, the Court has started to replace bureaucrats, and that also made many people 
angry. The conflict between old and new powers keeps escalating, despite all the 
attempts of mediation. 
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Why do you think my family is under a constant death threat? Because in my 
Marquisate there is not one, but two of the six great academies, and they are key 
points in the balance of power. 

Both factions want me dead, hoping to take my place and further develop their 
agenda." 

"Both of them? Then what side are you on?" Lith asked in confusion. 

"The Court's side. 1 believe in compromises. Radical changes lead to chaos on the 
short term, and the neighbouring countries would exploit the opportunity to invade 
us. No changes, instead, mean the collapse of the system. 

If no matter how powerful you are or how much you contribute to your country, you 
do not get a proper reward, then you have no reason to remain loyal. Not when other 
countries work much better. That's why so many defect." 

"But what does this mean for me and my family? Are we safe?" He had little to no 
interest towards political struggles, unless they involved Lark. 

"Yes, you should be. Believe me, very little can get past the Queen's corps, and in the 
scheme of things you are insignificant. No offense." 

"None taken." Lith sighed in relief. 

"This is not the first attempt of sabotage, Linjos knows what to do. I'll let him know 
everything, so stay away from his office and don't draw attention on yourself. Stay 
out of it as long as you can, but keep me updated if anything else happens." 

He promptly agreed. 

- "If this goes on from so long, then 1 just need it to last a bit longer. In less than two 
years from now, is none of my business anymore." - 
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CHAPTER 95 
FAMILY MATTERS 


While Lith spoke with the Marchioness, everyone was having a conversation with 
their respective families, deciding how to face the incoming storm. 

Everyone but Quylla, of course. She had no relatives, hence she never spent precious 
points for a communication amulet. Yet it was the second time already she was 
considering getting one. 

The first time had been during the four days break. While the others had returned to 
their homes, she had remained in the academy. Even in her old village, she had 
always been surrounded by people. 

The bustling noise of the daily activities had become part other life. 

But during the break, she had no lessons to attend, nowhere to go, and no one to talk 
to. Ever since Quylla had got her Ballot, she had become an outcast, but she never 
really noticed up until that point. 

She would always spend so much time with her friends, that being alone once in a 
while was actually pleasant. During those four days, though, the silence had started 
to scare her. 

Walking along the empty corridors, Quylla felt like she was traveling through the 
belly of a giant dead beast, with only her steps' echo to keep her company. Being 
apart from Yurial or Phloria was meh, while from Lith was actually good, it gave her 
the time to sort her feelings. 

The emotional rollercoaster she went through every time they met, was so 
frustrating that more than once she almost confessed, just to get rid of the 
uneasiness. Until the fear of being rejected kicked in, making her thank the gods for 
stopping her. 

What she really missed was Friya's company. She didn't know if Lith was her first 
love or just a crush, she never had experienced anything like that before. What she 
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did know, was that Friya was the closest thing to a family she had ever had. 


They would spend hours together, not only for studying, but also talking about their 
dreams and hopes once they graduated from the academy. She would listen to all the 
stupid little things that crossed her mind, her fears and anxiety and never judged her 
for that. 

And now, seeing them talking to their parents, gave her a sense of estrangement. 

- "1 know it's stupid, but maybe if 1 had one too, if 1 could call them whenever 1 want, 

1 wouldn't feel so... different. - She thought. 

Velan Deirus, Yurial's father, was so outraged that his eyes almost popped out. 

"That Lukart scum. How dares treating my son like a dog? 1 was willing to remain on 
the sidelines, to see from which side we could profit the most. But this blatant lack of 
respect shows that if those old farts have it their way, there will be no future for us 
but servitude." 

"What do you want me to do, father?" 

"Tell Linjos what happened, get a Coward's... 1 mean a Ballot, and then wait for my 
instructions. Don't try to get revenge, if he is smart, Lyam has a Ballot too. 

That little act was probably meant to either make you submit, or anger you enough 
to retaliate and get you expelled. Trying to recruit you like that makes no sense, 
unless they wanted to make us an example for other young magical families. 

To show that they can reach us both on the inside and the outside. Would be a good 
plan, if we were some stuck-up self-righteous idiot nobles. I'll play this game by my 
rules. 

Don't do anything stupid, son. Think before you act, and if anything new happens, 
contact me. Love you." 

The conversation between Friya and his mother. Duchess Solivar was of a different 
tone. 

"Sabotaging a new Headmaster? It has always happened, even to the most 
insignificant, petty bootlicker. Let alone to a young radical, uncaring for political 
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gains." Her voice was bored. 


"Everyone with half a brain knows there is a huge storm ahead, and I don't plan 
getting caught in the middle of it. We will remain neutral. In every war, the real 
winner is the one that does not take part in it, profiting from both sides. 

Whoever comes on top. I'm covered. 

Contact me only if you need to get out of the academy. You are the first real mage of 
household Solivar, act as one. Take no unnecessary risks." 

Then she hanged up the call. 

- "Well, 1 love you too, mother. Thanks for asking me if 1 was all right or if 1 needed 
something. F*ck you and your precious Solivar household! I'll do whatever 1 want. 
For once, 1 am in control. You need me, not the other way around! - 

Friya was so angry that only Quylla's worried face prevented her for throwing the 
communication amulet against a wall. 

Phloria's father, Orion Ernas, was of course well informed too. He was deeply 
involved in one of the factions that were closest to the Queen, so nothing she said 
was actually of any relevance, outside the attack on Yurial. 

Orion had kept her in the dark, because he didn't want her to grow up scared by the 
rumors about the impending civil war. He had hoped for the stalemate to hold until 
she was big enough to choose what to do, but time was running out. 

He told her the same things Marchioness Distar had explained to Lith. 

"1 think that they are closing ranks. Attacking a member of a magical bloodline 
means that they are not willing to tolerate neutrality anymore. Either you are with 
them or against them." 

"What can 1 do for the Queen, dad?" 

"You?" Orion laughed for the first time since that conversation started. 

"What can you possibly do? You are just a kid, the real battle is out here, what has 
happened is barely a ripple effect. This is but the last attempt to sabotage in a long 
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line. They have simply raised the ante a little. 


Instead of worrying for the Queen, here is what you can do for me. Pick a Ballot, stay 
out of trouble, and if push comes to shove, attack first and ask questions later. 

Always go all out, no one can get killed in an academy, the castle does not allow for 
that." 

"It's the first time 1 hear about this. How do you know for sure?" 

"It's supposed to be a secret, but when your daddy was younger and hot blooded, 
someone dared to draw his sword against me. 1 lost my temper and... 

well, let's just say that the academy's arrays saved a lot of people that day. Things 
escalated quite a bit." 

"If it's a secret, aren't you breaking some rule by telling me?" 

"Do you think 1 would put a 'secret' that the gods only know how many idiots like me 
know above my daughter's safety? 1 would rather see you safe and expelled, than let 
anyone put a finger on you." 

At that point, Lith had already returned in the room. Not exchanging any pleasantries 
saved him a lot of time. Only Friya was already done with her amulet. 

Lith didn't know what to do, being a commoner was a double-edged sword in that 
situation. 

It meant that he and Quylla were more likely to be left alone, but at the same time 
that they had no way to help their friends. 

When all the conversations ended, with the exception of Lith, they shared the 
information received. The Marchioness had made clear from the beginning that she 
had already enough on her plate. 

Revealing their connection would only draw more attention, something that both 
were glad to avoid. 

"1 guess we both need a Ballot, now." Yurial sighed. Being a victim was a scary feeling 
for him. His family name had always been the strongest sword and shield, yet now it 
was reduced to a bullseye. 
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"We need to go to Linjos' office." Phloria nodded. 


"And let everyone know that even powerful people like you are scared? That would 
mean playing into their hands." Lith objected. 

"What do you propose then? Ignore my father's advice and wait for their next 
move?" 

"That would be stupid. I say to play it smart." He took out his Ballot, pushing the 
button twice. 

A Warp Steps opened, and Professor Trasque came out of it. When he saw where he 
was, he furrowed his brows in disapproval. 

"Kid, a Ballot is not a toy. Don't try to give me the 'I accidentally sat on it' bullsh*t." 

"We need to see the Headmaster, it's an urgent matter. I had to resort to the Ballot 
because we can't allow for others to know about it. I'm sorry if I caused a false 
alarm." Lith deeply bowed, even though if necessary, he would do it again. 

Trasque's interest was piqued. He opened another portal, leading straight to the 
Headmaster's office. The room was immaculate as Lith remembered it. 

His hardwood brown desk was right in front of a glass wall, capable of blocking the 
excess daylight or amplify it, keeping the lighting uniform during the whole day. 
Several pieces of paper were arranging themselves in ordinate piles after he finished 
looking at them. 

Hearing the Gate open, he turned towards them. He seemed to have aged ten years 
since the last time they saw him. 
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CHAPTER 96 
TRIPLE CASTING 


Linjos was very tired, his face seemed even longer than usual, with dark circles 
around the eyes caused by the worries and the lack of sleep. 

When he heard what had happened, he only sighed, turning to watch at the forest 
below. 

"1 really envy magical beasts. Things are so simple for them, taking only what they 
need, without caring for petty things like gold or grudges." 

Then he turned back again, looking at Yurial in the eyes. 

"I'm really sorry for what has happened to you, partly is my fault. And what makes 
me feel even worse, is that despite all my brave talk and efforts, you are not the first 
victim, and likely not the last either. 

The most basic move to get rid of a Headmaster, is to make the environment toxic 
through violence and intimidation. Academy's life is already very hard and 
demanding, it doesn't take much to make it unbearable. 

When that happens, the number of graduates plummets, the academy's reputation 
rapidly declines and a new Headmaster gets chosen. Usually, it happens during the 
last trimester. The timing of the events suggests someone really wants to get rid of 
me. 

1 guess they didn't like me taking cheating off the table. You have no idea how many 
noble slackers have failed right off the bat." He sighed, again, taking no pleasure from 
their misfortune. 

"As for the Ballots, 1 can't. There is none left." 

"Is it because Lukart and his goons? Did they take them all?" Yurial was worried, 
remembering his father's words. 
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"Actually, no." Linjos replied with a smirk. "After what happened between Lith and 
Lady Hestia became the talk of the academy, a lot of first- and second-year students 
came for the Ballots. The ones 1 gave you two young ladies were among the last ones. 

There were just about twenty to begin with, so 1 already ordered a new batch. The 
problem is that since their power source is the castle itself, the crafting method is 
quite complex. It will take some time." 

Phloria swallowed a lump of saliva, regretting not having got one before. 

"You have three Ballots and only five people." Linjos shrugged. 

"You will manage somehow. In the meantime. I'll do everything 1 can to ensure 
everyone's safety. But remember, each floor is really big, and 1 have only Professors 
at my disposal, not an army of watchmen, so be careful." 

Back in Quylla's room, Yurial, Friya and Phloria felt dejected and stupid. The world as 
they knew it had collapsed under their feet, the peace that they had taken for 
granted seemed to be about to end. 

All the dreams and expectations they had cultivated during all those years in the 
academy seemed so stupid and insignificant, compared to the idea of a civil war that 
could kill everyone they loved. 

And then there was the feeling of being cast aside. Even if they did it out of love, their 
families hadn't trusted them enough to tell the truth. Friya's case was the worst, 
since she now knew to be considered nothing more than a tool to an end. 

Yurial was so shocked that even the earlier aggression's memory was already fading 
in the background. 

"1 can't believe 1 have been so stupid! Warden and Healer are just useless 
specializations. What my father, my family need is a warrior, a leader. If only he had 
been honest with me, 1 would have chosen wisely." 

Lith kept silent, letting him vent off his frustration. He knew by experience that when 
something that big happened, the words of a stranger would sound empty. Yurial 
needed time to accept the change. 

"I'm sorry guys, 1 don't feel like doing anything right now." Phloria said. 
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"I need some time to think. Most importantly, I need to make sure that my brothers 
are okay." Despite not having a Ballot, she darted out of the room before anyone 
could offer to escort her. 

Yurial followed her so fast that he didn't need to hold the door open. He walked in 
long strides, inwardly hoping for someone to attack him again. He really needed a 
way to vent all the pent-up frustrations. 

As for Friya, she felt enraged for her mother's condescending tone, but at the same 
time she was deeply scared. Too much to remain alone, she had no one to turn to for 
comfort, except the two that still remained in the room. 

- "Dammit, this is the story of my life!" Lith inwardly cursed. "Everything that can go 
wrong, always does. Be it on Earth or here, nothing has changed. As soon as 1 fix a 
problem and try to get some peace, another one pops up. 

At this point, these kids are just a burden. They have too much to lose, but 1 can't 
afford the luxury of being depressed. 1 need to gather as much as 1 can, in case 
sooner or later I'll be forced to leave this Country full of idiots." - 

"If you need some time alone, 1 completely understand." He said to the two girls, 
while hiding his clenched fists behind his back. 

"I'll take my leave." 

"What about the dimensional magic practice?" Quylla asked. 

"1 beg your pardon?" Those were the last words Lith expected to hear. 

"I'm sorry for what happened to Yurial." Quylla was sitting on the bed, swinging her 
legs in a very childish manner, yet her cold eyes were nothing like those of a kid. 

"But honestly, all that happened today just proved what 1 said on the second day. 
This academy sucks, or better, the whole Kingdom sucks. All my life, 1 survived only 
thanks to my skills, and once 1 got here, nothing changed. 

1 don't care if this Country burns, it has never done anything good for me. But you 
guys did. You are the only ones that ever cared for me, and 1 don't want to risk losing 
you getting involved in this nonsense. 
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If everything goes south, dimensional magic is our best way out of this nightmarish 
place." 

That was a feeling Lith could relate to. That speech bordering treason was music to 
his ears. At the moment, Quylla was the most important piece on his board, if 
someone could help him, that was her. 

After Friya reluctantly agreed, they started practicing the Loop spell. According to 
the book, unlike all the other tier four spell they had learned so far, generating a Gate 
required handling three magic pulses at once, one for each element. 

Being an educational spell. Loop required from the student only to properly handle 
the different energies, while the two portals' size, distance and duration were 
determined by hand signs and magic words. 

After casting the spell for the first time, Lith generated three mana pulses of the 
same magnitude, one made only of earth, one of air, and the last of water magic. 
Following the instructions, Lith made the first two energies merge, forming a yellow 
wisp of light between his hands. 

That was the easy part. The small energy core was highly unstable, hence the 
difficulty of the exercise consisted in giving it just enough water magic to quench the 
excess energy. 

Lith tried to go slow and steady, resulting in the yellow wisp dissipating under the 
conflicting forces repulsing each other. 

"Damn if it's hard!" Before he could start doubting about the moral integrity of 
Professor Rudd's ancestors, he noticed that Quylla was looking at him with 
admiration. 

"How did you do that?" 

"What are you talking about?" 

"That light. Sure, there were supposed to be two small black dots instead of a single 
yellow one, but it's more than I achieved this whole afternoon." 

Lith furrowed his brow in disbelief. That was just the first step, and he didn't even 
manage to do it right. 
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"Do you have the same problem?" 


"Yeah." Friya nodded. 

"Do you know how to triple cast, right?" He asked, receiving another affirmative 
response. 

"Then show me." If what they said was true, there was no possible explanation for 
their utter failure. He needed to check. 

Lith made them perform in turns a single chore magic spell, then they had to keep 
the first one active while generating a second and a third copy of the same spell. 

The result was mediocre. With each copy, the size and intensity of the magical 
energy dwindled. 

"That's not triple casting at all! It should be like this." With a wave of his hand, Lith 
generated three identical small flames, making them contract and expand at unison. 

Soon it was clear that without solid foundations, they couldn't even attempt the first 
step of Loop. Lith was really conflicted about teaching them how to multi cast, it had 
never been part of his plan. 

But during the last Master Healer class, he had understood why his mana sensibility 
was so low. It was because he had never practiced it. Thanks to true magic and 
Invigoration, he didn't need to feel the energy flow, because he could see it. 

His companions, instead, could only rely on their instinct, and that resulted in honing 
their magical senses over time. Until that moment, he had been like a sighted man 
leading the blind. 

But if his fears were correct, to learn dimensional magic Lith had to develop his 
mana sensibility. Having no idea how to do it, he would need their help. 

"First of all, let's set aside Loop for the time being." He started explaining. 

"Multi casting will require for you to concentrate only on first magic. The three key 
points are focus, willpower and visualization. It's like picturing in your head 
different persons at the same time." He made appear three different flames. 
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"If you focus too much on a single subject, the others will blur." One remained stable, 
while the other two started to change randomly in shape and size. 


"Forget normal magic, where you can do everything one step at a time, like reading a 
list. You must be able to split your focus evenly, and that requires a strong willpower, 
and a clear visualization of the effects you want to create." 

Contrary to his wishes, they spent the rest of the afternoon practicing first magic, 
while Lith could only assist and guide them at the best of his possibilities. 
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CHAPTER 97 
PROGRESS 


Reading the reports about the internal struggle that was taking place in the Griffon 
Kingdom, the Mage Empress had the impression of reading an history book. 
Centuries ago, the Gorgon Empire had faced a similar crisis. 

After Magus Lochra Silverwing had divulged her magical inheritance to the whole 
world, the mystical arts had started to improve by leap and bounds. The knowledge 
she had released, had interrupted the long stagnation period magical research had 
suffered. 

As any change, thought, along with new solutions brought new problems. Until that 
moment, magic had been limited to tier three spells, and that had allowed to rich and 
powerful families to hold a monopoly of it. 

The inheritance contained the basis for many tier four spells, and planted the seed of 
what would have been known as specializations. Realizing the countless military 
applications, the upper echelons of every Country were put in a bind. 

Keeping the use of magic limited only to the scions of their families, would make 
achieving any progress slow and difficult. Magic had always been a rare talent, and 
now there was so much to study but so few mages. 

On the other hand, allowing commoners to study magic would have altered the 
balance of power. Once they had access to tier four spells, who could guarantee that 
the new mages would not bit the hand that fed them? 

While the Griffon Kingdom opted for the creation of the Mage Association, granting 
even to commoners status and riches according to their contributions, the Gorgon 
Empire had dismissed such idea as suicidal. 

They preferred focusing on Forgemastering, investing all their resources in the 
development of slave collars. Thanks to these magical items, commoners could be 
conscript safely and their attitude for magic checked. 
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Every mage candidate was forced into submission, incapable of disobeying the 
orders of his masters. The slavery of commoner mages lasted decades, until an old 
and crafty Forgemaster managed to find a loophole. 

Her master had asked her to create an artifact capable of temporarily disable magical 
items, to use it on the battlefield and cripple the enemies' resources when they 
needed them the most, but he never said anything about avoiding it to affect the 
collars. 

When per his request, she showed him how it worked, the collars of all the mages in 
the household went off, and the revolt begin. 

By combining the use of the artifact to free new mages and applying the collars to 
their tormentors, they slowly but inexorably exterminated or enslaved all the noble 
households. 

The artifact was a secret, so all she had to do was to use her now obedient master as 
a trojan horse, letting the rebellion spread silently, until it was too late. After killing 
all the nobles, the mages took the power, destroying every trace or mention of how 
to realize the collars. 

Even researching the matter had become a capital offense. From being a monarchy, 
the Empire became an oligarchy only based on meritocracy. Titles would not be 
inherited, every position would be occupied by those that were deemed worthy. 

Most mages had no interest in fancy mansions or life-size gold statues of themselves, 
they would invest most of their income for their families and research. 

The first law enacted by the first Mage Emperor and his Magic Council, had been the 
freedom to study magic, no matter the social status, and introducing chore magic in 
the core set of disciplines children had to study. 

The system wasn't perfect. A good mage could be an incompetent or cruel ruler, not 
to mention that at his/her death, the replacement of even a local governor could take 
quite some time, leaving the territory open to corruption or attacks from the outside. 

Also, because most of the resources were invested in constantly researching and 
developing new forms of magic, their human army was considered to be the weakest 
among the three neighbouring countries. 
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Nonetheless, the Gorgon Empire was now the most advanced Country in the field of 
magical research. The capitol was a floating fortified city, whose white walls shone in 
the daylight like a beacon for the travellers. 

The guard towers extended above and below the wall, with giant magic crystals at 
each extremity, fueling the mystic rune circles, visible at the naked eye. Each tower 
was capable of attack or defence, according to the circumstances, making the city 
virtually unconquerable. 

"Idiots." Said the Magic Empress. "They have only delayed the inevitable, putting a 
different kind of collar to their mages. No matter how long, a leash is always a leash. 
Order the armies at our borders to be ready for the attack. 

It's only a matter of time before someone does something stupid and things escalate. 
We must be the quickest to reap the benefits from their folly." 




The next morning, Lith had no real hope of succeeding at the second lesson of 
dimensional magic. After teaching triple casting to the girls, he had spent the whole 
night practicing, but with little progress. 

When they reached the Training Hall, Professor Rudd was already there, waiting. The 
room was 30 meters [98 feet} long, 20 meters [66 feet} wide, and completely empty. 
Small circles had been drawn on the floor, indicating were the students had to 
position themselves. 

The ground and the walls shown no trace of crevices. The room appeared to have 
been carved out a single massive stone rather than assembled from smaller ones. 

"Begin." He said even before the last gong announced the start of the lesson. 

Normally Lith would have faked incompetence for a while before getting serious, but 
this time he had no reason to pretend. 

Professor Rudd walked slowly among them, taking a mental note of those who were 
actually capable of triple casting. The small yellow wisp was the indicator of that. 

Lith, Lyam and only a few others were capable of completing the first step. Many 
students after several failures, took out their books trying to understand what they 
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were doing wrong. 


Thanks to all his training, Lith had managed to understand the timing necessary to 
stabilize the wisp with water magic, allowing to add more energy to the core, turning 
it into two small black spheres. 

The problem was that he had no idea how to continue. After hundreds of attempts, 
he was still incapable of making them enlarge and stretch. The event horizon form 
was the last step before properly completing the exercise. 

- "Second step already, not bad, for a commoner." - Rudd clicked his tongue, noticing 
the lack of progress from the rest of the class. 

After one hour had passed and he had made no further progress, Lith decided to ask 
for help. 

"Professor, 1 have a question." 

"What a coincidence! So do 1. Tell me, did you read my book yesterday?" 

"Yes." 

"Did you understand what is written." 

"Yes." Lith understood where he was going. Something similar had happened to him 
during a college lesson. 

"Then for your own good, you do not have a question. Go back to your place." 

Fuming with rage, Lith resumed the spell. 

More time passed, and since he was still stuck at the second step, he stopped for a 
moment to check how others where doing. Yurial and Phloria had yet to produce the 
yellow wisp, while Friya seemed to be able to generate it regularly. 

- "Seems she finally grasped triple casting. Let's see how Quylla is doing." - 

After looking around a bit, Lith was able to find her. Much to his surprise, he saw her 
generate the wisp, turn it into the two black dots, and even manage to start giving 
them the funnel shape. 
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Professor Rudd was incapable of deciding if to be more amazed of her, or furious 
with the class. Several students tried to ask him for pointers and advice, but he gave 
everyone the same reply he gave Lith. 

When the lesson ended, no one had made any further progress. More than half the 
class had not been capable to achieve even the first step of the Loop spell. 

"Before you go, 1 want you to know that I'm disgusted by your attitude." Rudd said. 

"1 don't believe in equality, we are all born different for a reason. 1 don't believe in 
solidarity either, an academy isn't charity. It's a battlefield where every mage fights 
for himself. 

Yet when yesterday 1 told you that triple casting was essential, why no one had the 
guts to tell me so many of you are not at that level? Did you hope that somehow, 1 
would go blind and not notice it? 

Well, all you have managed to accomplish today, is to waste my time and patience. 
From tomorrow onwards, is better for those who are incapable to reach the 
minimum requirements to not attend my class. Dismissed." 

Once outside, Lith eagerly ran to Quyha, hoping she could help overcame his 
bottleneck. 

"How did you reach the third step? 1 managed to understand how to stabilize the 
first energy core, feeding it enough mana to grow and split. But after that, it goes 
nuts. Either 1 use water magic to stabilize one of the Gates or the other. 1 cannot do 
both. 

Or better, 1 tried, even resorting to quadra casting to use two water magic pulses at 
once, but nothing worked." 

"You don't need quadra magic, it's actually really simple." Quyha Replied. 

"The two Gates are so deeply connected that they act as one. You mustn't treat them 
as separate entities, but as a whole. It's like healing someone with a dislocated 
shoulder and broken fingers. 

Two points in space, but only one arm. You must simply make the light magic 
circulate through the whole damaged limb to take care of both issues. Easy peasy." 
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Lith casted Loop once again, doing as instructed. 


- "Quylla is right! I can make water mana circulate from one end to another, Eureka!" 


Yet instead of stretching, the two black dots disintegrated with a popping sound. 
"No, it's not!" He replied with a sigh. 
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CHAPTER 98 
RED LOTUS 1 


Thanks to her outstanding talent, at the third lesson Quylla was able to execute Loop. 
Even though he practiced night and day, Lith needed until the fourth one, ending up 
as the tenth to complete the exercise. 

At first, he had been frustrated by his inability to keep up with Quylla. Despite her 
private lessons on dimensional magic and the long hours of hard work at night, he 
was always up to two or three steps behind. 

But then, he understood that being tenth on over two hundred students wasn't such 
a bad result, especially since most of them had a way to go. Not to mention that his 
mana sensitivity was slowly but steadily improving. 

It was an odd experience, feeling the energy flow with the mind rather than his eyes. 
Dimensional spells seemed to have hot and cold spots at the same time. The secret to 
stabilize a Gate, was to infuse water magic only on the hot spots. 

Using too much of it or affecting an already cold spot, would cause the spatial 
distortion to collapse. 

When the weekend arrived, Lith needed to vent out his frustration, so he proposed a 
trip to the forest to forget about their worries and fetch some ingredients for extra 
points or money. 

Since he got admitted to the academy, Lith had stopped working, and in case he 
needed to get his family out of the Kingdom and rebuild their lives from scratch, it 
would require a lot of gold. 

But aside from Quylla, the rest of the group had its hands full between 
understanding triple cast and managing to complete the Loop spell. 

"1 would love to come with you." Quylla seemed really dejected. 

"But I'm useless in battle, and you are a great healer yourself. Without someone 
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protecting me, I would only be a burden. The best thing 1 can do is help them with 
dimensional magic and practice for the next exercise." 

Hearing those words, Lith's mood went from good to great. 

"Work hard for me too. If you find any trick or shortcut to it. I'll make it worth your 
while." 

After that, he only had to go to the portal connecting to the ground floor and the 
academy's entrance. Before going out, he needed to get the clearance. 

The clerk stationed at the front desk, besides the giant wood and metal double 
doors, looked at him like he was a madman. 

"Are you really going out alone? Where is your team?" If that was a joke, he didn't 
find it funny. 

"No team, just me. Can 1 go now, please?" Lith snorted. 

"Do you realize that once out there you are on your own? Outside the exam period, 
you are not bound to encounter friendly magical beasts. You are just a fourth-year 
student, you could meet fifth years too. 

Not to mention poachers, adventurers, monsters and gods know who. The academy 
is in the forest, but doesn't own it. It's full of resources, and everyone wants a piece 
of it." 

"No problem, 1 got this." Lith took out his Ballot, receiving a contemptuous look in 
return. 

"That doesn't work outside the academy. The only thing you can use is this." The 
clerk showed him a marble sized pendant. 

"In case of trouble, just push its center to generate a distress beacon. But it's not a 
Ballot, at all. First the rescue personnel will have to find you, only then a Warp steps 
can be opened. It can take minutes!" 

Lith smiled at the good news. 

"Fine by me. It's that all?" 
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Grumbling about youngsters' idiocy, the clerk compiled a form and had Lith signing 
it. 


"The castle gates are open 24/7.1 recommend you not going to deep and returning 
for the night. That's the moment when the big predators hunt. If you still want to go, 
that makes two hundred points." 

"Two hundred points?! 1 need to pay to risk my life?" 

"It's the only to make you kids realize how important this decision is. Normally, the 
cost would be split among the team members, but since you are alone..." 

Lith exchanged the points for the pendant, without a second thought. 

Once he was behind the trees' cover, he put the uniform and everything related to 
the academy in the pocket dimension, wearing his old hunter suit instead. 

With everything that was happening, it was much safer appearing as a stranger 
rather than a student. The clerk's words were the best news he had received in over 
a week. 

Being alone, as long no one was able to recognize him or live to tell the tale, he had 
no reason anymore to hide his real power. Lith had often thought how to conceal his 
face, and had come with a solution during the four days break. 

A mask would have been cool, but would limit his line of sight. Hoods were good only 
if they abode to some magical principle, preventing them to come off while moving 
at high speed. Not to mention the poor lateral vision. 

His old self that had always loved heroes was really disappointed, but he had long 
learned that practicality was much more important than looking cool. So he had his 
mother realize a ski mask, leaving only his eyes exposed. 

Once his identity was safe, he started flying among the trees, using Life Vision to 
check the perimeter for enemies and preys alike. Being unshackled after so many 
months, gave him an adrenaline rush. 

Lith started moving faster and faster, alternating short flights with high speed 
movements thanks to Fusion Magic. 
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- "Solus, let me know you sense anything with a huge mana signature. This isn't 
Trawn wood anymore. We aren't hunting for food, but for magical herbs and mana 
crystals." 

"Yeah, too bad that library's books can't be brought outside. The forest's herbarium 
and bestiary would save us so much time..." 

"Who would have thought that dimensional magic was that hard? We hadn't a 
minute available to copy them. We'll do with what we remember." - 

Lith kept going deeper into the forest, jumping from tree to tree with an agility and 
speed that would have put a ninja to shame. The killing intent he emitted kept 
normal animals and insects at bay, allowing him to move unimpeded. 

After a few hours scouring the forest, his patience was growing thin. 

- "Abundant resources my a*s! 1 haven't even spotted a single magical beast so far. 
Where the heck is all the good stuff?" 

"Down there, look at the bottom of the tree at your left." - 

Following Solus' directions, the only thing that Lith noticed was a big bush in the 
middle of a clearing. Switching to Life Vision the scenery changed entirely, though. 
The world turned into shades of grey, while the bush was the only thing of a deep 
green. 

On the center of it, there was something that shined of purple light, the strongest 
magical force he had ever saw. He floated down slowly, checking to have no 
competition for the treasure. 

- "Odd, there's nothing alive around here except for trees and plants. Maybe that 
thing is sucking all the natural resources. - Lith thought. 

By coming closer, he was able to catch a glimpse of his prize. It resembled a red lotus 
flower, and it was floating in mid-air above the thick bush, emitting a sweet 
fragrance, like a flower bed after the spring rain. 

His first instinct was to extend his arm and take it, but his paranoia took the wheel, 
forcing him to stop. 
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- "Wait a minute. I get that I'm pretty deep in the forest, but this thing stands out a 
lot. Why no one has found it before? And how the heck does that thing floats? More 
importantly, why there is no insect buzzing around? And since when plants appear 
coloured with Life Vision? - 

Because their vitality was equally dispersed from the roots to the leaves, usually Life 
Vision perceived small plants as almost lifeless, while big trees had barely a tinge of 
red. 

When he had devised that spell, Lith had planned of using it against humans and 
animals alike, making it more sensitive to things that had an active circulatory 
system. 

No matter if it was mana or blood. Life Vision sensibility was aimed to things that 
moved quickly. The bush appearing of a blue colour was something that he had never 
forgot about. With a wave of his hand, the space around the lotus was invaded by 
flames, and an inhumane screech filled the air. 

The bush suddenly moved, revealing countless green appendages hidden 
underground, that now it was using to smother the flames. Each of that things was as 
thick as Lith's arms, moving and writhing so fast that he couldn't get if they were 
vines or tentacles. 

The red lotus swayed and moved along with the bush-thing, revealing to be 
connected to it through a small tendril. The thing didn't seem to have a definite 
shape. It was a living mass of vines that was whipping the air, trying to capture its 
prey. 

The green appendages moved quick as snakes, grabbing Lith by the arms, chest and 
legs, only to discover that he had already moved, leaving behind only an afterimage. 

"Whatever you are. I'm not H-game material! Back off I" 

With another wave of his hand, he released countless wind blades, cutting all the 
incoming appendages like a hot knife through butter. The thing screeched again, its 
body no more lying down revealed to be at least three meters high, filling the air 
with snapping vines. 
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CHAPTER 99 
RED LOTUS 2 


The wounded vines spurted a purple liquid. Lith kept his distance, dodging the 
unknown substance with minimal movements, to not lose his advantage. 

- "There was no sizzle when it hit the ground, so it's not an acid. Could be venomous, 
thought." - 

Lith extended his arms, releasing two jets of fire from the palms. The appendages 
reacted quickly, enveloping the creature's towering mass, and turning to a grey 
colour. The flames had no effect, leaving only a black mark, like they had hit stone. 

Lith had never met a plant monster before, so he was particularly cautious. He kept 
several spells ready to use, weaving a new one as soon another was consumed. 

- "Whatever this is, it doesn't seem to be able to move from that spot, running away 
shouldn't be an issue. The problem is deciding if it's worth my time or not. With my 
luck, if 1 kill, it the flower will wither instantly. - 

Sending and invisible tendril of pure mana, Lith used spirit magic to tug hard at the 
red lotus, aiming to grab it and run. He had no desire to fight useless battles. The 
flower's stem bent diagonally under the strain, but refused to move. 

The plant monster screeched again, this time with fury. 

- "Look out!" Solus yelled. "It's coming from below!" - 

Lith scoffed at the creature's naivety, activating again his flight spell. But when he 
tried to lift from the ground, he discovered that the grass was tightly binding his feet, 
preventing him from moving. 

Observing it with Life Vision once more, he discovered that the patch of grass below 
him had become blue coloured too. Somehow it was part of the monster's body. 

Before he could recover, several vines erupted from the ground, with their greyed 
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stone-like extremities trying to stab Lith's vital organs. Knowing an attack was 
incoming, Lith used earth fusion to the extreme, hardening his body and using the 
arms to take off the brunt of the impact. 

Despite his iron bracers and magical protections, the vines managed to pierce his 
skin, digging right into his flesh. Lith screamed in pain, while the tendrils kept 
digging in his own flesh, without missing a single drop of blood. 

Without allowing himself to panic, Lith used his Frozen Hearth spell, turning 
everything around him into ice. Be them grey or green, fire hadn't done much 
damage to the tendrils, so he had changed element. 

Having become brittle from the sudden cold, Lith managed to break free from both 
the vines and the grass, flying backwards trying to understand what was happening. 

His wounds were covered in a purple sticky goo, he could feel his arms going numb, 
a tingling sensation was invading his body. After what had happened with the 
Clackers, he always kept a detoxifying spell ready, using it together with a healing 
spell to close the wounds. 

- "What the heck is happening? How does it control the grass? It makes no sense." - 

Lith's and Solus' minds were spinning at top gear, trying to make head or tails of the 
creature. While he was still in a daze, both the grass and the tendrils thawed in the 
blink of an eye. Like fire, water magic seemed to have little effect. 

Without stopping, Lith activated Life Vision again, seeing a blue streak moving like a 
flash through the ground vegetation, following him closely. 

- "Solus, what colour is its core? 1 don't like this at all!" 

"That thing has no core at ah. It's just a random mass of energy, 1 have never seen 
anything like that. 1 don't remember reading about something that even resembles 
this thing. It's too monstrous to forget." - 

A cold shiver ran down Lith's spine. His first plant monster didn't seem to follow any 
of the magic rules he had learned so far. No core, resistant to ice and fire and capable 
of controlling the vegetation. The only words that could describe his feelings were: 
fear of the unknown. 
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He had spent years learning magic, looking out for stronger cores, but now 
everything he knew had just went down the gutter. 


Even flying backwards in a zig-zag pattern was useless, the blue streak kept tailing 
him. Lith couldn't risk running into a tree, so he moved up and away from the 
ground. 

From a higher ground, he could see that there was actually more than one streak 
moving, while the mass of vines the red lotus was attached to had turned grey. 
According to Life Vision, only the flower remained coloured. 

Lith's head was spinning in shock. 

- "So now the 'main body' is dead and the ground seems a disco ball? But that would 
mean that more than its mana, somehow Life Vision actually perceives its 
consciousness. That thing must be capable of switching bodies at will. 

That would explain how it could control even the grass, and why there is no wildlife 
at all..." 

"F*ck us sideways!" Solus cut him short. "The trees! Look out for the trees!" - 

Despite their mind link was instantaneous, when Solus warned him the attack was 
already inbound. 

The bark of the nearest beech had peeled off, revealing to be a mass of vines 
wrapped around the real tree trunk, and now were darting toward the unsuspecting 
Lith. Before he could turn around, they wrapped around his arms and legs, slamming 
him against the trunk before starting to eat him alive. 

Excruciating pain assaulted Lith from all sides, yet he managed to remain conscious 
with sheer willpower. His hands grabbed the nearest vines while he activated one of 
the spells he had created after learning tier four magic. 

Vampiric Touch, a twisted version of the healing spells Vaster had taught him. 

While normally such spells would enhance the recovery of a patient and give him 
energy to survive the procedure, Vampiric Touch would heal Lith instead, draining 
the victim of its energy in the process. 
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When the plant monster realized what was happening, it was too late. The tendrils 
had gone too deep, and by clenching his muscles with the help of earth fusion, Lith 
prevented them to escape. 

The dark energy devoured the tendrils, sucking them dry while restoring Lith's flesh 
and vitality. The vines withered at a speed visible at the naked eye, until the fake 
bark collapsed on the ground, revealing that the beech underneath was long dead. 

The creature's consciousness managed to ran away, going back to the main body. 

Lith used Invigoration to recuperate, Vampiric Touch couldn't heal so many deep 
wounds with such a measly meal as a foundation. After that, he shot several Plague 
Arrows against the other trees. 

As soon as they hit, the fake bark fell off. Lith understood that the luscious forest 
around the creature's main body was actually a plant graveyard. Two more Plague 
Arrows hit the ground, even the grass writhed and screeched before dying. 

"1 don't know what the heck you are, but you are too dangerous to let you live. 
Everything has become part of your body, and 1 have no desire to find out how far 
you control can go." 

Keeping Life Vision always active put a great strain on his body, but Lith understood 
that it was his only chance of making it alive. 

Before going back to the ground, he released from his body a dark aura, the same he 
had used against the Wither in the Trawn woods. The darkness energy attacked 
indiscriminately everything in a ten-meter [33 feet} radius from him. 

The grass withered, the vines hidden underground died, leaving only bare earth 
around him. Only then Lith started weaving his strongest darkness spell. Death Zone. 

A black, thick mist appeared in front of him, resembling a small storm cloud, only 
twenty meters [66 feet} long and wide, around three meters [10 feet} high. After 
conjuring it, Lith needed only a thought to send it towards the creature's main body. 

Like all darkness spells. Death Zone moved slowly, but its destructive power was 
unmatched. It was the perfect weapon against an enemy that could not run away. 

The cloud destroyed everything on its path, while the creature's screeching turned 
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from angry to scared, and from scared to terrified. It tried to attack Lith to stop the 
incoming attack, but between Life Vision and the dark aura, none of them came even 
close. 

He could see every one of them in slow motion, not only because of his heightened 
senses, but also because dark magic would weaken and corrupt everything that 
entered its range. 

When Death Zone reached its target, the creature recalled to itself all the dispersed 
consciousness, in a last desperate attempt for survival. Yet both Lith and his spell 
were unrelenting, foiling all its attacks the former, ignoring them the latter. 

Whatever mass the monster managed to form, it would only become nourishment 
for the dark energy. 

"Please, stop!" The creature spoke. 

Lith remained unfazed, keeping his guard and letting Death Zone do its jobs. 

"I'm just like you." 

"No, you are not. You are about to die." 

The main body was shrinking, without the necessary energy to sustain that huge 
form, it was reverting to a much smaller plant. An ivy. 

- "Lith, now that all the energy is finally in one place, I can finally see its core. It's... 


"Black." Lith completed the thought for her. 

"It's another Abomination. I understood it when I saw how every life form was dead. 
This one seems to have managed to stabilize itself." - 

"I just wanted to live. I..." 

Lith didn't let it continue, shooting Plague Arrows like a machine-gun. 

- "Two things I learned from horror movies." He explained to Solus. 
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"First, never give a sh*t about a monster backstory. No matter how sobbing, it would 
not prevent it to eat you as soon as you turn your back to it. Second, the moment it's 
down, kill it until he is really, really dead." - 

With a last, roaring wail the plant Abomination died. Suddenly the whole space 
around Lith turned into a wasteland. The grass turned into ash, the fake bark 
decayed leaving only dead trees behind. 

Everything in over a fifty-meter [164 feet} radius was identical to where he had 
fought the Wither in the Trawn woods, with only one exception. 

The red lotus lied on the ground, shining bright like nothing had happened. 
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CHAPTER 100 
UNWANTED GUESTS 


- "Do you see that, mister negative? The flower didn't wither after all." Solus 
remarked cheerfully. 

"You are right! It can still blow up in our faces! Yay!" Lith replied mimicking her tone. 


Being too paranoid to touch the red lotus with his bare hands, he lifted it with spirit 
magic before unsuccessfully attempting to store it in the pocket dimension. 

"What the heck?" Examining it up close with Life Vision, Lith could notice that along 
a massive mana flow, the red lotus also had a tiny speck of life force. 

Neither him or Solus had any idea how it could have survived after such long 
exposure to an Abomination. 

- "This is great. We can't hide it, only carry it around in a normal pouch, with the risk 
of it being destroyed or even worse, discovered when we go back. If this flower is 
some kind of priceless treasure, it could cause us a lot of troubles." - 

Lith sighed, the idea of being forced to drop his first loot was quite depressing. 

- "Let me guess, we are above a mana vein, right?" 

"Exactly." Solus replied. "My hypothesis is the Abomination managed to stabilise 
itself thanks to the combined effect of the abundant world energy and that odd 
flower." 

"Agreed. The only questions that remain are the following. Did it kill everything 
because it needed to feed or was just a way to control the surrounding environment? 
And last, but not least, do plant monsters really exist?" 

"Only the Abomination could answer the first question, and none of us would believe 
its words anyway." Solus mind-shrugged. 
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"As for the second one, my guess is yes. Plants are living being too. Seeing how much 
mana has that small flower, 1 don't see why they shouldn't be able to evolve too." 

"As long this thing doesn't turn to be an Abomination baby and eats my face, that's 
fine by me."- He replied, keeping the red lotus floating and away from him. 

Lith was tempted to make Solus turn to his proto tower form. Thanks to Invigoration 
his body was in top shape, but he felt mentally tired. Life and death struggles were 
more than just about stamina. 

Managing so many spells at once, keeping his cool while constantly fighting the fear 
of death, made a single real fight hundred times more vexing than cramming all night 
long. 

But he didn't know how much time he had left, until someone from the academy 
noticed the bald spot in the forest and sent a scouting team. 

Lith placed his free hand on the ground, using earth magic to search for the remains 
of the Abomination's victims. A few meters below he found a boneyard, where 
numerous skeletons were packed together. 

Lith took only those belonging to magical beasts, ignoring human and animal 
remains. 

- "According to Professor Wanemyre, they can be used to forge weapons and armours 
of superior durability, that can also be infused with enchantments much stronger 
than normal. With all this stuff 1 could equip a battalion." 

"How the heck does one forge something out of bones? It makes no sense." Solus 
objected. "1 get that they can be hard, but they should always be carbon based." 

"Beats me." Lith shrugged. "Cut me some slack. I'm still at the first year of 
specialization." - 

After storing everything in the pocked dimension, his eyes fell on his battered 
equipment. The hunting suit was riddled with holes as big as a thumb, while his 
metal bracers were damaged to the point of being useless. 

Luckily, he had a spare suit. Sadly, it was also the last one. 
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After quickly changing clothes, Lith flew away several kilometres before stopping to 
decide what to do with the red lotus. He couldn't put it in the storage space, nor 
could bring it on himself, for two good reasons. 

The first was that he didn't trust something alive to be so close to his vital organs. 
The second was that even if it really was harmless, the red lotus wouldn't survive in 
case he had to release again the dark aura or any kind of magic from himself. 

No matter how precious it could be, nothing was more important than his own life. 
As it was, the red lotus was an even worse burden than any companion he ever had. 

The only landmark he knew was the academy, so he decided to bury it near the 
entrance, hoping that at his return he would have devised a way to smuggle it inside 
unnoticed. 

Yet the plan had a huge flaw. Putting a flower near fertile earth was potentially a 
recipe for disaster. What if the Abomination was still alive, and ready to respawn as 
soon as it had enough nutrients? 

Lith weaved all the darkness spells he could use at once, before letting the red lotus 
enter the small hole he had dug. 

Even before the red lotus could touch the ground, it started to grow roots that 
plunged down, while the earth itself moved upwards, oddly reminding Lith the 
"Creation of Adam" by Michelangelo. 

As soon as they touched, the roots became thicker, quickly turning into vines that 
wrapped around the lotus, assembling what it seemed a humanoid body. Lith 
activated the spells, conjuring enough dark energy to turn the whole patch of land 
into a wasteland, yet didn't fire them. 

The Abomination never had a humanoid body, also instead of dying, the near 
vegetation thrived. Countless flower buds blossomed at once, yellow leaves turned 
green once again. 

Lith strengthened the spells and waved new ones, uncaring of the beauty around 
him. 

When the thing stopped growing, Lith found himself looking at the most gorgeous 
woman he had ever seen. Her big red eyes sparkled in the morning light like 
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masterfully cut rubies. Everything in her visage was perfect, from the delicate 
features to her full lips. 

She had thick unkempt hair, red like maple leaves during autumn, that gave her a 
wild and unrestrained allure. Also, the fact that she was stark naked, leaving nothing 
to the imagination about her soft and full curves didn't hurt. 

The only thing that betrayed her non-human nature was the light green skin. 

"Just give me one good reason." Lith's fists had now became black due to the massive 
amount of dark energy they barely contained. The air around her was so full of 
deadly magic that the creature in her debilitate state could barely breath. 

"Tm a dryad." She said like it explained it ah, with a voice as clear as a mountain 
spring. 

"1 don't care." Lith made the dark energy move forward, not leaving her a way out. 

"Tm one of the protectors of this forest. The monster you have killed stole and 
corrupted my powers to prolong his existence." She was starting to get scared, that 
wasn't the usual reaction she usually evoked in human males. 

"Still not a reason." 

"1 can reward you." She bit her lower lip playing her last card. 

"And in what pocket exactly would you keep something of value in your birthday 
suit?" The dark mass only needed one last push to obliterate her. 

"In the Great Mother's name, what kind of man treats this way a maiden he just 
saved?" Her saviour seemed impossible to please, and completely immune to her 
charm. 

Unfortunately for the dryad, Lith's core had stabilized enough to outgrow even his 
crush for Nalear. In that moment, his heart was cold as ice. 

"One that doesn't think with the head below, and doesn't trust someone he just met 
only because she has a pretty face. Now give me one good reason. 1 won't ask thrice." 

"Because we can help you." Said a third voice. 
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Another dryad was slowly emerging from a nearby oak tree, her hands high in sign of 
surrender. Before dropping the red lotus, Lith had activated Life Vision, in case 
another body swapping creature appeared from the flower. 

Hence, he hadn't missed the second dryad arrival, allowing him to target her with 
the spells stored in his hands. 

The new dryad had wheat-blond straight hair, wearing what seemed a light cotton 
white dress, leaving only her delicate shoulders and arms exposed. Her figure was 
slenderer than the other dryad's but not less attractive. 

"If anything happens to me, the read head goes winter." Lith's will was the only thing 
blocking the barrage of dark energy, like a dead man switch. 

The blond dryad took several natural treasures out of the tree. Some Lith had seen in 
the books, others were completely new. But every single one of them, no matter if 
fruit, flower or root was brimming with magical energy. 

Seeing that he was still not moving, the blond dryad brought her left hand to her 
chest. A small yellow lotus came out, and through Life Vision he could see that she 
had just lost a huge part of her magical power. 

"This is part of my heart." She handed it to him. "As long as you have it, my life is in 
your hands." 

- "It's true." Solus confirmed. "There is a clear connection between them. It's like she 
handed you her mana core." 

Lith captured the yellow lotus with spirit magic, sending his will through it. Obeying 
his silent order, the blond dryad kneeled. The feeling he got was empowering and 
repulsive at the same time. 

Having that degree of control over another sentient being was plainly wrong. 

"How can you help me?" He felt only truth in her words. 

"We can find a way to mend your soul." 
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